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(57) Abstract: A virtual sales agent program (18) is 
provided to users via the functionality of interactive 
television (10) programming technology, enhanced 
television systems which present retrieved Internet 
information (28) and content, and expert based 
programming systems. The virtual sales agent segments 
(18) are part of the same transmission stream (4) which 
broadcasts an associated conunerdal message. The 
content signals, comprising both the commercial and 
virtual sales agent segments, are converted into digital 
format for transmission. An encoder combines the 
various digital content signals, which may include 
video (22), audio, graphics, text (20), and data signals, 
including Uniform Resource Locators for direction to 
Internet content (28). into a reduced number of data 
streams (4) for transmission. Using a multiple-choice 
controller (348), a user responds to information 
presentaitions or interrogatory messages. The various 
information segments in the various content signals 
preferably relate in real-time and cont^t so that an 
interactive conversation can occur as the content signal 
is played back and the us^ responds. 



wo 02/31627 A2 liiiilimiMiliMlllllMIB 



Published: ^or two-letter codes and other abbreviations, refer to the **Quid' 

— wiOunU international seart:h repartandto be republished ance Notes onCodes and Abbreviations'* appearing at the iegifir 
tipon receipt of that report ning of each regular issue of the PCT Gazette. 



wo 02/31627 



PCT/USOl/32020 



SYSTEM FOR PROVIDING SALES INFORMATION VIA 
INTERACTIVE DIGITAL DATA STREAMS 

• CROSS REFERENCES TO RELATED APPUCATIONS 

This application claims priority to U.S. application Se^al No. 09/687,866 filed 13 
Octobw 2000. This q)plication is a continuation-in-part of U.S. application Serial No. 
09/335,372 filed June 17, 1999, which is a continuation-in-part of U.S. application Serial No. 
09/154,069 filed Sq)tember 16, 1998, which is a continuation-in-part of U.S. plication 
Serial No. 08/887,314 filed July 3, 1997, which is a continuation of U.S. application Serial 
No. 08/443,607 filedMay 18, 1995, now U.S. Patent No. 5,724,091. Each of fliese 
applications is incorporated herein by reference. 

BACKGROUND OF TEffi INVENTION 

1 . Field of the Invention 

This invention relates genaially to the provision of progranuning content via digital 
television signals and oihanced programming ^tems which present intern^ coritent to 
usCTs. This invoition fiirflier relates to the interactive selection of particular content based 
vpon answers to proffered mterrogatories or accumulated personal profiles for individual 
users. 

2. Description of Related Art 

Even wifli today's vast e-commerce cq)abilities on the World Wide Web, the majority 
of people are still uncomfortable with embracing or uncertain about engaging in the online 
buying oqierience. Unfortunately, ^en attempting to buy a product or service on-line, 
many questions about the product or service remain unanswCTed and the buyer does not feel 
fully informed when making a decision. Questions which arise, for example, may include: 
What is the product really like; What is the quaUty of tiie product; Are tiiere conq)arable 
products which sho|ild be considered; Will it fulfill my needs? It is very difficult for an 
online shopping experience to address tiiese concerns. Generally, fliis type of analysis can 
only be accomplished by visiting a retail ouflet and consulting a knowledgeable sales 
representative. 

These questions similarly remain unanswered after viewing television advertisements 
for various products and services which, due to tiieir short length, simply cannot provide a 
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coiisim^ with the necessaiyMo^^ Eveawiththe 
advent of long-fonn paid 'Womercials/' a consumer's individual questions or situation may 
not be addressed. What is needed is the abiUty to interact wi& a salesperson as in a retail 
store so that an individual consumer's questions or concerns can be answered. 
5 The present invention addresses tiiese problems of unMormed Internet and television 

purchasing by providing a system for conducting a seemingly one-to-one conversation wjth a 
retailer in full motion video through die consumer's television and set-top box configuration. 
Additional information may also be provided to the consumer through the parallel 
incorporation of textual, animation, still frame, or odier graphic content, either within the 
1 0 video transmission or by accessing information on the Internet 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
A Virtual Sales Agent is provided to television viewing consumers via the 
functionality of interactive television programming technology and enhanced programming 

15 systems which present retrieved Internet information and content The Virtual Sales Agent is 
preferably an optional offering made to television users during the broadcast of a particular 
commercial advertisement or program. In a preferred embodiment, in addition to the normal 
presentation of a commercial segment or program, the television may present an icon, a 
gn^hic, an audible cue, or a second video image utilizing picture-in-picture or multiple video 

20 firame technology, signiJ^g the availability of additional sales information for the product or 
service being advertised or shown during a progranL The gnQ>hic may be a Uniform 
Resource Locator (URL) or hypertext link if the television is World Wide Web enabled. 
Similarly, the pictures and graphics in the program on the television screen may be created as 
hot spots for selection of related content by the user. By selecting the icon, for example by 

25 pressing a button on a r^ote control, tbe regular commercial broadcast will be switched to 
present video segments comprising the virtual sales agent program. 

The Virtual Sales Agent video segments, in one embodiment, are part of the same 
transmission stream which broadcasts the associated commercial message. The video 
signals, comprising both the comm^cial and Virtual Sales Agent segments, are converted 

30 into digital format for transmission. In a digital format, it is possible to transmit more than 
one video signal per National Television Standards Committee ^NTSC) standard television 
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channel Con^ression allows an evai larger number of video and other signals to be 
transmitted over a single channel of the transmission niedia. 

An aicoda/con4>ressor combines the various digital signals, whidi may mchide 
video signals, audio signals, and gn^hic signals such as the presented icon or other grq)hi6 
content, or even Uniform Resource Locators CURLs) for direction to hitemet content, into a 
reduced number of data streams for transmission. The various NTSC television channels, 
may also be allocated in a predetermined fashion to maximize the number of simultaneously 
transmittable signals. The multiplexer in the programming transmission system multiplexes 
the deshied data signals into data streams, and &ese data streams are transmitted over the 
NTSC channels. The number of video signals that may be compressed onto a data stream on 
a singile transmission channel will vary depoiding on the quantity and frequency of 
substantial changes in the images between frames in the video signals to be transmitted. 

The television channels containing a data stream of compressed and multq)leixed 
video signals may be transmitted over a standard cable television distribution networic, or 
direct broadcast satellite transmission system. It is also possible to transmit the compressed 
video-signals via conventional telephony, wireless telq>hony, digital subscriber line (DSL), 
Multipoint Microwave Distribution System (a/k/a Multi-channel Multipoint Distribution 
System (MMDS)), the Internet, an intranet, or other public or private communication 
networks. If a receiver is so equipped, requests to retrieve and present hit^et cont^t 
designated by time-stamped URLs or other locator information in the data stream may be 
incorporated in to the Virtual Sales Agent presentation. 

A set top receivo- (or a coaaputer device wifli qypropriate video cards) receives one or 
more television channels, some or peAaps all of ^ch contam a compressed data stream of 
video signals. When a particular television channel is selected for viewing, a processor in the 
receivCT selects the particular data channel/data stream for playback. If that particular data 
stream is multiplexed, a particular video signal from the multiplexed data stream is selected, 
and the video sigoal is decompressed, if necessary, for playback to a television monitor. 
Additionally, the programming transmission system may be equipped to convert and 
incorporate Jhtraiet data such as HTML coded pages into the data stream for resolution by 
Ae receive: and presentation on the television monitor; 

In the case of a commercial or program with a Virtual Sales Agent component, the 
grq>hic icon or other indicator is presented on flie television monitor along with the video. A 
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remote control, keyboard, voice actuation, or oilier user inter&ce device opeati^ to control - 
the receiver to select liie Virtual Sales Agent option. 

In practice^ a user selects the icon or olh^ indicator of additional content present in , 
the presented conmierciaL In lieu of an icon, the indicator can be an audible signal, flash in 
5 the picture, other graphics or te?ctual presentations, or even a Verbal indicator &om an actor 
speaking in the commercial presentation. Alternatively, an indicator of additional conten|' can 
be a designated button or light emitting diode (LED) on the remote control or keybocod. The 
system switches fix)m the main video signal to the Virtual Sal^^ The 
Virtual Sales Agent video segments may request information fiom or ask questions of the 

1 0 user. Using the user interface, the user selectably re^onds to information presentations or 
interrogatory messages and the system selects a particular multiplied video signal and de- 
multiplexes, de-modulates, and presents the selected video signal. Alternatively, the sigoal 
selector may select a video signal based on personal profile information stored in memory. 
If more signals are needed for an interactive program than are mappable to a data 

IS stream on a smgle channel, the sjostem is programmed to switch between the various data 
signals within a single data stream as well as between data streams among the various 
channels to provide the necessary level of iuteractivity. The various information segments in 
the various video signals preferably relate in real-time and content so that an interactive 
conversation can occur as the video signal is played back and the user responds to the various 

20 interrogatories on the video signals. 

In a two-way embodimenl^ the various signals tiiat comprise the Virtual Sales Agent 
program may be switched at the transmission end rather tiian at die receiver. This 
embodiment may be used in a cable television syst^ a direct broadcast satellite system, a 
conventional telephone or DSL system modified to receive digital video signals, MMDS, or 

25 any oth^qipropriatetraiismission system capable of sending diglM The 
selection of a desked video signal can be made by relaying the multiple choice selection of 
die us^ through a relay in the receiver back to a remotely located switching station, 
preferably the transmission source. Video signal selection can also be made on the basis of 
collected user profile information, electronic programming guide entries, and previous 

30 interrogatory responses by the user, or a combination of the above. 

The transmission end receives tiie multiple choice selection of tiie user or makes the 
signal selection based upon other user information and routes the correct signal down the 
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appropriate cable chaimel, satellite broadcast, DSL, MMDS, wireless telephon&connectioii, 
intranet, Ihtemet, telephone line, or other communication n^oik or transmission medium 
for tiie particular user. The multiple dioice sdections may be relayed to the smtching station 
by any conventional means, such as two-way cable television, telephone line, DSL, wireless 
telephone connection, the Internet, an intranet, personal satellite uplink, or radio frequency 
transmission. If the interactive programming is transmitted via standard or wireless 
telephony, DSL, or two-way cable, the multiple choice selections may be relayed bade over 
the same two-way medium. If desired, the two-way link may be used for o&er purposes, 
such as to transmit user demographic data back to the programming transmission source to be 
factored into the selection of gipropriate prngr amming ge gmq ntjg tf> the USCT. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a diagram depicting the various components of flie present invention and 
tiieir interaction in a configuration encompassing multiple embodiments. 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of an interactive programming system transmission c^ter 
used to achieve the benefits of the present invention. 

Figure 3 is a representation of time g^s used in a seamless switching process 
> between video signals. 

Figure 4A is a block diagram of the components of an interactive programming 
receiver used to achieve the benefits of the present invention. 

Figure 4B is a block diagram of tiie components of the audio/video 
demultiplexer/decoder of Figure 4a. * 

Figure S is a represeitation of a switchmg process between audio signals. 

Figures 6A-6B are a flow diagram depicting an exemplary mtCTactive sales program. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
Referring to Figure 1, a configuration of the preset mvention inclusive of multiple 
preferred embodiments is disclosed. The programming transmission center 2, generally a 
cable or satellite television transmission station, or an hrtemet hostmg site, broadcasts data 
stream 4 containing a variety of programming, mcluding the Virtual Sales Agent mteractive 
program 1 8, to comiected subscribing users. Receiver 8 at a user's location receives data 
stream 4 and which is processed for presentation on an attached television monitor 10. 
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Receiver 8 may be a set top box, dtcuitry and software resident on the television 1 0 itself or ■. 
a cGnqniter with appropriate video cards and software. 

Television monitor 10 presents regular television programming, for exanq)le a 
commercial advertisement 12. IhtheVirtualSales Agent system, an indicator Mis ? 

5 preferably presented on television monitor 10 to indicate thatlhe Virtual Sales Agent 
program 18 associated with the commercial 12 is available for viewing. Data stream 4 / 
includes data signals (as shown in Figure 2), which collectively include video siguals'SOO, 
audio signals 308, and data codes 316, which comprise flie Virtual Sales Agent int^active 
program 18. In other embodiments, data signals may include Intmiet content 20 or other 

10 communication network content Indicator 14 may be a^raphic icon, a graphic 

representation of an Ihtemet hyperlink, or p^haps a picture-in-picture video segment 16. 
Other indicators 1 4 such as an audible signal or a flashing presentation on the television 
monitor may also be used. Further, &e indicator could snxq>ly be a particular button or 
on a remote control or keyboard. Indicator 14 and associated selection and programming 

15 data could be incorporated as part of die commercial signal at the time of its original creation. 

The Virtual Sales Agent program 18 may be stored on any applicable storage device 
3 14 at the transmission center 2 such as magnetic t^e or disk or other magnetic 
storage/playback medium, optical disk 32 or other optical storage/playback medium, or on a 
conqiuter, video, or MPEG server 34. Programming information may also come fix)m 

20 Ihtemet content 20 accessed from a web page 28 housed in a remote server 30 via 

communications link 26. Alternatively, die transmission center 2 could instruct receiver 8 to 
access Internet content 20 at web page 28 via communications link 24 to incorporate into the 
Virtual Sales Agent program 18. The entire Virtual Sales Agent program 18 could be 
accessed from tiie Intemet by, for example, the use of streaming video technology. If 

25 desired, the communications links 24 and 26 could connect to other public networks, or a 
private network or intranet, for accessing content thereon. Additionally, the Vutual Sales 
Ag^ program 18 may be received by the transmission center 2 from a remote broadcast 
source and retransmitted to users in data stream 4. 

The Virtual Sales Agent program 18 may incoiporate segments from any of these 

30 mediums or sources by switching among them for programming material. Programming 
material may include audio, video 22, graphics, text, or Intemet content 20. 
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111 order to adiieve the benefits of the Virtual Sales Agent systm, the present 
invoition preferably enq>loys an interactive programming system as disclosed in U.S. Patent 
No. 5,724,091, and U.S. patent q>p]ications Serial Nos. 08/887,314, 09/154,069, and 
09/335,372, each of 'wbich is entitled: "Compressed Digital Data Seamless Video Switching 
System," which are incorporated herein by reference. Such an interactive programming 
system is shown m Figure 2. Seamless switching between digital video signals, whe&er / 
Tepieseating indq)endent television programs or different related signals within one ^ 
intoactive program, is oitical to the viewing eiqierience. Seamless switching is defined as 
video stream switching tiiat does not produce visible arti&cts. The process of encodmg the 
programming at the transmission cent^ 2 is tiie key to a simple yet effective seamless switch. 

The steps mvolved in the content creation of a Virtual Sales Agent program are 
discussed following the description of hardware and software embodhnents for dehvraing the 
program. In an intraactive televisi(m system, including tfie Vhtnal Sales Agent program 18, a 
plurality of video signals 300, or otiier programmmg signals, is smmltaneously hnnsmitted to 
a plurality of users. Other programming signals, m lieu of video signals 300 may mchide 
audio dgnals, gn^hic signals, text signals, still fiame image signals, or data programming 
signals and flie like. Video signals 300, or other programming signals, may be any signals 
suitable for interactive conversation, such as those described in U.S. Patent Nos. 3,947,972, 
4,264^924, 4,264,925, 4,602,279, or 4,847,700 for exan^le, flie contents of which are 
incorporated herein by referaice. Various types of time and content related video, audio, and 
graphic, and otiier signals exist which are suitable for mteractive operation. 

As seen in Figure 2, video signals 300, ac other programming signals, are directed to 
analog-to-digital ("A/D") converters 302 at the transmission center 2. The origin of the video 
signals 300 could be fiiom video servers, MPEG servers, video t^e decks, digital video disks 
C*DVD"), or remote sources such as satellite feeds fiom network broadcast centers, local 
broadcast stations, other local transmission centers, cameras for live video, etc. Some of the 
video signals 300 which conq>ri8e the interactive transmission may aheady be m digital form 
such as Motion Pictures Experts Group C*MPEG") standards, high definition television 
CUDTV*'), and phase alternate line C*PAL") standards, and therefore may bypass the A/D 
converters 302. A plurality of audio signals 308, which may be a counterpart of the video 
signal 300 data provided in combmation, for example, on video tipe, DVD, video sorver, 
r^ote transmission sources, or other audio sources fliat may origmate, far example, fiom 
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compBct digital disks C'CD"), magnetic tapes, or live microphones, is also directed to A/D 
comrerteis 302 if accompanying audio fiom such sources is necessaiy or desired. 

The A/D converters 302 convert the various video signals 300 and audio signals 308 . 
into digital format A/D converters 302 may be of any conventional type for converting ' 
5 analog signals to digital format An A/D converter 302 may iot be needed for each video 
signal 300 or audio signal 308, but rather fewer A/D converters 302, or even a single A/D" 
converter 302, are CBipdbh of digitizmg various video signals 300 and audio signals 308. The 
Virtual Sales Ageat program 1 8 according to the preset mvention is preferably deliv^ed to a 
cable, satellite, or oth^ distribution network in pre-digitized and/or precompressed format. 
10 The plurality of video signals 300 is next genlocked in a video genlock device 304, and thus 
time synchronized. 

The data codes 318, shown emanating fiom the data code gen^tor 3 1 6 in Figure 2, 
may be the interactive commands for controlling the interactive processing of Vutual Sales 
Agent program 18 used by the receivers 8, updates of system software for receive 8, or 

15 direct address data for makmg certain programming available to the user (e.g., pay-p^-view 
events). Preferably, the data codes 318 are part of an interactive scripting language, such as 
ACTV scripting languages (ACTV Coding Language, Educational Command Set, Version 
LI, and ACTV Coding Language Entertainment Command Extensions, Vision 2.0, both of 
which are incorporated herein by reference) originating in the data code gen^:ator 316. Data 

20 codes 318 are formed by stringing together two to six byte long control commands. The data 
codes 318 are also forwarded to the encoder 312. These data codes 318 facilitate the multiple 
interactive programming options at the transmission center 2 and receivers 8. The depicted 
embodiment includes a data chaimel wifliin the MPEG storage format for facilitating a 
synchronous seamless switch between two video streams. The data channel comprises the 

25 data codes 318 which link togetha the different Virtual Sales Agent program 18 clients 
and mformation segments between tiie different video signals 300 based upon user response 
or selection, or user profile information 36. 

The multiple, time synchronized video signals 300 are Hiea directed, along with tiie 
audio signals 308 and data codes 318, iato the audio/video encoder/compressor 312 

30 (hereinafter ''encoder 312"). In the prefixed embodiment, a compatible encoder 3 12 is 
required at tixe transmission center 2 to work with die receivers 8 at the usa end. 
Compression of tiie various signals is normally performed to allow a plurality of signals to be 
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transmitted over a single ttansmission channel. 

As wifli oHier interactive programming^ if miiltq>le encoders 312 are used to create 
programming segments for the Virtual Sales Agent program 18» the encoders 312 are 
preferably synchronized to the same video clock. This synchronized start ensures fliat the * 
splice points 336 (as shown in Figure 4) to be placed in the ^PEG data packets indicate the 
switch between video signals 300 at the correct video frame number. SMPTE time code olr 
vertical time code information can be used to synchronize tiie encoders 3 12. This level of 
synchronization is achievable within the syntax of the MPEGp-2, -4, or -7 specifications. 

Preferably, the encoder 3 12 uses a standard MPEG-2 compression format However, 
MPBG4 and MPEG-7 as well as other compression formats, such as wavelets and fractals 
could be utilized for compression. These techniques are conq)atible with the existing 
Advanced Television System Committee of America ("ATSC") and digital video 
broadcasting (**DVB") standards for digital video systems. Certain modifications, however, 
aro made to &e MPBG stream in order to &dlitate tiie preferred seamless switdiing before 
transmission. These modifications to the encoding scheme are described below witii 
reference to tiie video 6ame structure 332 shown in Figure 3. 

All of tiie various component signals— video signals 300, audio signals 308, and data 
codes 318— of the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 are digitized in the encoder 312. The 
MPEG compression and encoding process assigns packet idaitification numbers CTIDs") to 
each data packet created. Anumg otiier information, tiie PID identifies the type of 
programming signal in tiie packet (e.g., audio, video, and data) so tiiat xqpon recq)tion at a 
recdvCT 8 the packet can be directed by a demultiplexer to an appropriate decoder. PID 
nmnb^ may be obtained fix>m the MPEG-2 transport table. 

MPEG also incorporates a coding segment in each data packet called the adaptation 
field which carries information to direct the reconstruction of the video signal 300. The 
program clock reference ("PCR") is a portion of tiie ad^tation field which stores the frame 
rate of an incoming video signal 300, clodced prior to compression. This is necessary to 
ensure that flie video decoder 374 can play out the decoded video at the same rate as it was 
inp\3t to avoid dropping or repeating firames. Also as noted earlier, in order to facilitate the 
seamless switch between program segments necessary for implemaiting tibie Virtual Sales 
Agent program 18, tiie encoders 312 are preferably time synchronized. Such synchronization 
provides Virtual Sales Agent program 18 producers with the ability to plan video switch 
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occurrences betweoi sq)anitely encoded progranmiing segmemts m a fiame boundary widun . 
the resolution of die GOP. Additional embedded io&ms&oai in the MPBG stream includes a 
presentation tune stanq> and a di^lay time stanq>. These time stamps are used to maintain lip 
synchronization with the audio and also to inform the receiver .8 when to present the video? 
5 and audio to the television 10 or other presentation device^ f 

Switches between the various program segments of a Virtual Sales Agent progra^ 18 
will occur at video splice points 336 as seen m Figure 3. The splice points 336 are identified 
via coding also inserted into the MPEG adaptation fields of particular packets, namely ^lice 
point flags and splice point counters. Splice point flags indicate that splice point counters are 

10 present in the video program, set the value of the countdown timer, and initiate the 

countdown When the spHce point flag is cleared in a iuture packet^ tiiecoimtdown starts, in 
this example, the countdown timer is set at two (2). The splice point counters are actually 
packets nommally identified as video packets in their ad^tation fields which decrement the 
countdown timer prior to the splice point 336. The splice point 336 is the packet at which the 

IS countdown timer decrem^ts to zero (0). Therefore, in this example, the switch will occur 
aft -^r the second video packet is found followmg the packet with the cleared splice flag. 
Program segment switching occurs at the video splice points 336 based on user inputs 
flirough user mterfece 348 (see Figure 4a), user profile information 36 stored in a memory at 
the transmission center 2, im>ducer control, and/or commands firom tiie programming itself in 

20 the data codes 318 (e.g., mteractive programming). User profile information 36 may 

alternately be stored in memory 352 at the particular user's receiver 8 and transferred to the 
transmission center 2 via backchannel communication link 6. 

A standard MPEG stream contains different types of encoded firames. There are I- 
firanes (intra-coded), P-fi:ames (predicated) and B-firames (bi-directionally predicted)- A 

25 standard MPEG structure is known as a "gro\q) of pictures*' ("GOP"). GOPs usually start 
with I-fimnes and can end with eith^ P- or B-firames. I-fi:ames consist of the initial, detailed 
picture infonnation to recreate a video fiiame. The P- and B- fi:ames consist of instructions 
for changes to the picture constructed fiomtiiel-firame. P-firames may include vectors which 
point to the I-firaie, other P- or B-frames witiiin flie GOP, or a combmation, to indicate 

30 changes to the picture for that frame. B-firames may point to the I-fi^e, other P- or B- 
firames within the same GOP, firames from other GOPs, or a combination. The vector 
pointers are part of the MPEG scheme used to reduce duplicatioii in the transmitted data 

10- 
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resdting in the coiiq>ression effects. GOPsifaat end with B-frames are considered 
GOPs fhat end with P-fiames are consid^ed closed For the preset invention, preferable 
encoding is closed GOP's to ensure fhat th^ are no motion vectors pointing to frames fhat 
are outside of the current GOP, There is generally only one I-frame per GOP, but several P- 
and B-frames. It is actually not necessary to have any I-fram6s in a GOP at all, however. 

With respect to creation of the video splice point 336, the encoder 312 may insert 
splice points 336 between every GOP in a stream. Preferably, the GOP i& encoded as a 
''dosed" GOP structure, ie*, concludmg on a P*frame. Therefore, no motion vectors to the 
nexX GOP in the str^un are present If motion vectors cross from one GOP to the next GOP 
m the same stream, artifacts are created and visible on the presentation when the video signal 
is switched because the B-frame will be pointing to frames in the GOP of the prior stream 
that do not exist in flie new stream. Thus, a closed GOP structure is preferred for compliance 
with MPBG syntax and to ensure the absence of visible artifacts after execution of the splice. 

The GOP lengdi is programmable and can be within one to infinite frames of video 
depending iq>on the complexity of the picture and the substantiality of changes between 
frames such as between scenes or changes of camera angles. It is preferred, however, that the 
GOP comprise ten to fifteen video flames, RefOTing to Figure 4, four video signals 300 are 
showa For a Virtual Sales Agent program 18, it is desired that a seamless switch be 
available between any one video signal 300 and any ofh&c video signal 300. Seamless video 
switching occurs on a GOP video-frame boundary. For programming where '"free" channel 
selection is required (e.g., live programming), all GOP boundaries are encoded as splice 
points 336. For pre-recorded material, splice points 336 need to be identified for switching 
between programs. In this case it may be desirable to indicate splice points 336 merely at the 
conclusion of a particular program segment This will be the more likely scenario iu Vutual 
Sales Agent program 1 8 applications, 

MPEG also reorders the video frames from their original presentation orda during the 
encoding process in order to code the video more efiiciently. This reorder must be undone in 
die decoding process in order for die video to present properly. For example: 



Frame Ord&c: 
Frame Type: 



GOP-1 

123456789 10 
IBBPBBPBBP 



11 



GOP-2 

Hi 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 1920 
IBBPBBPBBP 
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Typical Fhnne 

Rfioider 1 4 2 3 7 5 6 10 8 9 11 14 12 13 17 15 16 20 1819 

Transmission 

Frame Order: I PBBPBBPBBrPBBPBBPBB 

9 

: • 
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Splices occur at &e end of the P-fiame at the end of GOP-1 prior to Ibe I-fiame of OOP-2. It 
is m^Kntant to point out Hiat with tqppropriate controls Ifae encoder 312 can code with 
variable GOP lenglli and place splice frames accurately to achieve the desire interactive 
effect The encode 312 can splice at the end of every GOP allowing for a multiplicity of ■ 
switching opportunities. Became the GOP ends on a P-£ram4 a closed GOP is yielded! 

While the switch must appear seamless, it need not occur immediately. For example, 
a user input or systan command requires a finite tnne for processing. Th^fore, a video 
switch may be delayed by up to 1.5 OOP's. Additionally, a splice point 336 can be placed 
accurately at any frame by utilizing the variable length of the GOP. command from an 
external controlling device such as the ACTV data code generator 316, an encoder 312 can be 
directed to insert a splice at any frame number. 

Once a sequaice of video frames is translated by MPEG into a GOP, the GOP is 
finrdier divided mto data packets for transmission. Each data padcet is the same tit length 
and, thoefore, ttie individual &ames m a GOP may be split across multiple dato packets, hi 
addition, some of tiie bits in a data packet may be audio uifr>nnation, system data or 
instructions, or even null filler data. The Virtual Sales Agent program 18 chooses the desired 
firame at ^ch to make the switch and, during the encodmg process, codes selected packets 
m the GOP to unplement the switch at the packet containing the end of the deshed frame. 

Figure 3 depicts four (4) parallel MPEG streams which is typical m an MPEG 
transmission systenL Each stream is comprised of two successive GOPs. The first packet m 
each GOP is labeled "g" (for the sake of description herem only) and is a header pack^ 
which indicates the start of a new GOP. The g packet is followed by V packets which 
primarily contain the video mformation consisting of the I-, B-, and P-frames, but which also 
may contain audio or system related data. As noted, each GOP may be of variable length and 
therefore may consist of greater or fewo: data packets than adjacent GOPs m the same data 
stream or, more significantly for switchmg purposes, than packets of a GOP m a parallel data 
stream. 

In order for a switch between data streams to occur seamlessly, visible artifacts must 
be prevaited. This is accomplished by ensuring that the switch occur before each stream 
reaches the beginning of its next GOP. Each GOP in a stream &om or to which a switch is 
desired is preferably constructed with the same number of data packets. The packets should 
fiirtha: be synchronized between the streams. As the number of packets wifli pertinent frame 

13 



wo 02/31627 PCT/USOl/32020 

infimnotion in difSmit GOPs wiU difi^» aM 

achieve unifomi GOP padtet lengths hetween data streams. These additional packets aie 
labeled as V packets in Figure 3.~ These padcets may be merely sets of mill data, or they 
may include additional audio or system command data. 
5 Null packets, labeled "n" in Figure 3, are added after^ie last packet containing video 

frame xofonnation. Biou^npadcets are added to bring eadi GOP packet group in the ^ 
separate streams to the same number of packets. The splice start line 333 indicates the pomt 
at which file sq>arate pack^ streams comrade. The section of packets labeled *^ dmotes the 
number of padcets between tiie splice start 333 and the start of the next GOP 334. The 

10 number of packets shown is merely rq)resentative and should not be viewed as any limitation 
on the actual number of packets between the splice start 333 and the next GOP 334. The 
number of packets k is preferably, and at most, the number of packets between the splice start 
333 and flie start of the next GOP 334. 

The nmnber of padkets k must be at least a minimum vahie set as a variable m the 

IS controlling software which is dq)endeatiq)on the equipment med to impl^enttiies^^ 

However, tiie encoder will not put in die splice packet until all of the video packets have been 
produced for die current GOP. If the rate control £uls to limit die number of video packets 
and die last video padcet produced is less than the twininnim number of packets k from tiie 
position where the next GOP should start 334, the encodor will not produce splice packets for 

20 tiiat stream, but will instead wait until the next GOP. 

A nommal video pack^ with the splice point Hag set, labeled V* in Figure 3, 
indicates the splice start 333. As shown, die s packets in each stream are synchronized with 
each other s&cx the last video packet in Stream 4. By setting the splice point flag in the 
adaptation field, the demultiplexer 373 and processor 360 in the receiver 8 (see Figures 4a 

25 and 4b) are put on notice to prepare for a i^lice. In this exanqile a countdown timer is set at a 
value of two (2) at the instance of the splice pomt flag. When a nommal video packet with 
the splice point flag cleared arrives at the recover 8, die demultiplex^: 373 and processor 360 
will implonait the switch between streams at the i^pearance of the second following video 
packet. 

30 The nominal video packets which hip the countdown timer are labeled "e" in Figure 

2. These padcets are described as "nominal" because, altiiough tiiey are identified as video 
packets in their ad^tation field coding they do not contain any substantive video 

14 
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infoimatioii, but are merely filled witii zero padding. At flie i^eanmce of the first e packet, 
tiiecoim^wn timer deopements to one (1). When the secoiide packet arrives &e countdown 
decrements to zero (0) and the processor 360 calls the opoating routine fiom m^iory 352 
that performs (he switch. 
5 The switch occurs in the donult^lexer 373 by switching to a packet in a different 

data stream. Instead of selecting the data packet identified by the next PID in the present j^ata 
stream, the demultiplexer 373 chooses the synchronous PID fix>m a corresponding data 
stream, hi ord^ to choose the desired signal to ^ch to switch, the demultiplexer 373 
idmtifies the PID of each incoming data padcet and sends the FID information to ib» 

10 processor 360. Preferably, each incoming video and audio packet fix>m the transmission 
cotter 2 has its own PID. The processor 360 in turn idoitifies the next ^propriate packets to 
select for the user based on user profile information 36 stored in memory 352, or usct 
responses to intorogatories in the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 segnients inpxA through 
tiie user interface 34S at the receiver 8. The switch could also be dictated at the direction of a 

15 producer at file transmission centw 2. The intenogatory answers, user requests, producer 
directions, and uso- profile information 36 are processed by fiie processor 360 according to 
routines wifiim flie system software stored m monory 352 to select the indicated data packet 
and return fiie associated PID to fiie demultiplexer 373. Alternatively, the desired PID may 
be part of the data codes 318 which are packetized as part of the program data stream 2, 

20 Upon receipt of the switching routine instructions, fiie demultiplexer 373 begms to look for 
the designated MPEG packet by its PID. In alternative embodimoits, depending upon the 
hardware used, tiie switch can be entirely contoolled by tiie demultiplex^: 373, if fiw example 
it is constructed with a register to store PID mformation for switchmg. 

After the second e packet, each GOP in the respective data streams contains several 

25 more null n packets, identified by the number of packets "m", prior to die first packet of the 
next GOP 334. These additional n packets create a time gap 340 to ensure that the switch is 
complete prior to the start of the start of the next GOP 334. As was previously discussed, 
MPEG may reorder the various video firames for transmission to maximize the con^ression 
c^ability. Similarly, when various data streams are multiplexed, the packets maybe 

30 transmitted out of order to maxunize the transmission cs^acity of the transmission 
bandwidth. The additional n packets creating the time g^ 340 allow for mistakes in 
reordering die packets upon recq)tion at the receiver 8 to assure fiiat the last e packet will be 
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queued before flie Start of fhen^ GOP. 

Preferably, the audio signals 308 are encoded using tbe Dolby^ AC*3 format; 
however, any conventional audio encoding scheme is acceptable. Similar to the video signal : 
300 encoding, switching between audio signals 308 preferably occurs on frame boundaries, 
5 as shown in the digital firame representation 392 of four audicf streams of Figure 5. Audio 
sptice points are inserted in the adaptation fields of data packets by the encode 3 12 similar to 
the video spfice points 336. Preferably, the encoder 3 12 inserts an appropriate valuein a 
splice countdown slot in tbe adaptation field of the particular audio frame. When the 
demultiplexer 373 detects die splice point inserted by encoder 3 12, it switches between audio 

10 channels supplied in die difG^ent program streams. The audio splice point is preferably 
desigiuited to be a packet following the video splice point 336 packet, but before die first 
packet of the next GOP 334 of die prior program streancL When switching &om one channel 
to anodier, one fi:ame may be dropped (in tins case, firame 5) resulting in a brief muting of the 
audio, and the audio resumes widi firame 6 of the new channel. Aldiough the audio splice is 

15 not seamless, die switch will be nearly imperceptible to the user. 

The data codes 318 are time sensitive in die digital embodiments and must be 
synchronized with die video GOPs at the time of creation and encoding of tiie Virtual Sales 
Agent program 18 segments* Data codes 318 can consist of as few as two bytes, much less 
dian the standard size of an MPEG data packet. MPEG protocol normally waits to 

20 accumulate enough data to fill a packet before constructing a packet and outputting it for 
transmission or, as may be in this case, storage. In orda to ensure timely delivery of the data 
codes 318 fix)m storage device 314 to the multiplexer 324 for synchronization, the encoder 
312 must create individual commands as a whole packet. If a partial packet is sent to the 
encoder 312, the data code 318 is delayed until subsequent data codes 318 filled die 

25 remainder of the packet One tedmique which can ensure timely delivery ofthe data codes 
318 is to cause the data code generator 316 to pad the remaining bytes ofthe packet with 
code FF (hex) bytes. When the encoder 312 receives this whole packet, the encoder 312 will 
transfix die packet to the transmitter 328 at its earliest convenience assuring synchronous 
receipt ofthe data codes 318 at the demultiplexer 373 with the corresponding Virtual Sales 

30 Agent program 18, 

The multiplexor 324 at the transmission center 2 combmes the encoded and 
con^ressed signals comprising die Virtual Sales Agent program 18 with odier programming 
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and data to create a reduced number of transmission data streams 4 for transmission over 
MTSC channels. In this way, separate video signals 300 are merged to create a single, 
syntactical MPEG data stream 4 for transmission to the usct. Id. the preferred embodiment, 
flie multiplexer 324 multiplexes up to four video signals 300 within each NTSC channel ? 
5 bandwidth. However, greater or fewer video signals 300 majfbe input based on the content 
to be delivered. The number of video signals 300, or other data signals, which may be s^t 
over a single channel is generally related to, for example: a) the type of video being sent; b) 
the video compression schone in use; c) flie processor used and memory power, and <Q the 
bandwidtti of tiie transmission channeL 

10 Once the programming streams have been multq)lexed, the data packets are 

modulated for transmission by modulator 320. The modulator 320 may utilize one of several 
differoit possible modulation schemes. Prefraably, 64-QAM (quadrature aiiq>litade 
modulation) is chosen as the modulation sdieme. If so, the data rate at the ou^ut of the 
modulator 320 is around 29.26 Mbps. However, any of the following modulation schemes, 

15 with respective approximate data rates, or any other conventional modulation scheme such as 
FSK (frequency shift keying), n-PSK (phase shift keying), VSB (vestigial side band), etc., 
can be used with the present invention. 
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Modulation Scheme 
64-QAM 
2S6-QAM 
8VSB 

64 QAM PAL 
256 QAM PAL 



40 Mbps 
19.3 Mbps 
42 Mbps 
56 Mbps 



Rate 
29.96 Mbps 



In some transmission ^t^ns, for example fib^ optic, these RF modiilati(m schanes are 
unnecessaiy. The compressed and encoded signals are preferably oiUput m Digital Signal 3 
(DS-3) format. Digital High-Speed Expansion hiterfece (DHEl) format, DVB-ASI format, or 
any other conventional format 

The transmitter 328 may transmit the data stream over any conventional medium for 
transmitimg digital data signals including terrestrial broadcast television, cable television, 
direct broadcast satellite, standard telqphony, weless telephony, the Internet (as streaming 
video, fen: example), MMDS, jSber optic, radio, personal communications network or any 
other transmission means. In the prefared embodimait the data stream 4 is distributed to 
remote sites via cable, direct broadcast satellite (DBS), or other addressable transmission 
media. 

In low bandwidth transmission systems, for exainple wireless telephony or personal 
ccHomranication netwodcs, still fi:ame pictures or gr^Mcs, for example conq)ressed in JPEG 
format, may conq>rise the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 as opposed to moving video or 
other signals requhmg greats bandwidth. Such still pictures or gnq)hics could be pres^ted 
on communications devices such as personal digital assistants (e.g., Pahn Pilot®), wireless 
telephones, telephony devices for the deai^ or other devices with an LCD or sunilar display. 
Textual information or an audio message could acconq)any <he still fi:ame images. Sunilarly, 
an aU-audio Vhtual Sales Agoit program 1 8 could be provided via a radio transmission 
system. 

The transmission means may also be a tel^hone system transmitting a digital data 
stream. Thus, a multiplexed data stream contaming several broadcast chaimels or the Virtual 
Sales Agent program 1 8 with related video and data signals may be sent directly to a user 
over a single telephone line. The aforementioned digital transmission devices may include 
means for transmitting analog signals as well 
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At each reception site is preferably a receiver 8 consisting of tiie elements shown in 
Figures 4a and 4b. The data stream 4 is received via a tuna niechamsni 344. Thetuner344 
may be a wide band traier, in the case of satelUte distribution, a narrow band tuner for 
standard MPEG signals^ or two or more tuners for seamlessly switching between different ' 
5 signals located in different frequency channels, as explained^elow. In the case of MPEG 
signals, the tuner 344 tunes to the particular NTSC channel indicated by commands issu^ by 
a processor 360. The processor 360 is preferably a Motorola 68331 processor, but may be 
any conventional processor mcluding, for example, PowerPC® and Intel Pentium® chips. 
The tuned channel is then forwarded to the demodulator 364. The demodulator 364 

10 demodulates the combined signals and sends them trough a forward error corrector 346. 
The forward error corrector 346 checks for data integrity, strips off the forward error codes, 
and forwards the digital signals to the audio/video demultiplexer/ decoder/decompressor 372 
(hereinafl^ "decoder 372*0. At the decoder 372, the signals are separated and decompressed 
The decoder 372 strips off the PID for each packet, and routes each signal to the ^piopriate 

15 decoder, whether video, data, audio, gr^hics, etc,, based on the associated PID, whereby the 
selected video signal 300, audio signal 308, etc., are then decoded, as explained below. After 
decoding, the video ^gnal 300 is sent to the video D/A converter 388 which prq)ares tiie 
selected video signal 300 for presentatioiL 

Additional components in the receiver 8 include the following, A phase lock loop 

20 356 recov^ the clocked frame rate information stripped by the decoder 372, which was 
encoded in the PGR portion of the MPEG adq>tation field This allows the processor 360 to 
ensure a proper presentation rate for the video signal 300. A memory 352, preferably ROM, 
holds operating system software for the receiver 8 and is backed up with flash-ROM to allow 
for downloadable code. Mraiory 352 may also be coimected to the video decoder 374, audio 

25 decoders 375, and graphic chip 376, for example to store graphics ovCTlays, Furthermore, 
user profile information 36 can be stored in nonvolatile RAM or ROM memory 352. 

A backchannel encoder and modulator 368 (hereinafter '"backchannel 368") is present 
for sending data to the transmission center 2 over backchannel link 6. Such data may 
con]{>rise user profile information 36 or selections made by the user during the presentation of 

30 the Virtual Sales Agent program 18. User selection information may include timing 

ioformation indicating when during a program or advertisem^t a selection is made. The 
backchannel 368 may op^te over any appropriate communication system such as two-way 
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cable television, telephony, DSL, the internet, personal satellite iq>link, and radio frequency 
transmission. A user inter£^ 348 accepts input fix>m the user such as respo^ . 
interrogatories in tiie Virtual Sales Agent program 18. A user may interact with the user 
inter&ce 348 via an infrared or RF or remote control, a keyboard, touch scre^ technology;; or 
5 even voice activatioa An attached presentation device may xjomprise a television 10 or a 
videomonitor. In other embodiments ofthe invention, the presentation fimction of the 
television 10 maybe assumed, for example, by a computer monitor, a personal digits 
assistant wireless handsets, telephones, telephone answering devices, telephony devices for 
the dea^ web pads, and radios. 

10 Further, new software applications may be downloaded to the receiver 8 via either tiie 

data stream 4 or the backchannel link 6. These applications can control the receiver 8 and 
redefine its functionality within the constraints of the hardware. Such control can be quite 
extensive, including control of a front-panel display, on-screen displays, input and output 
ports, the MPBG decoder 372, the RF tuner 344, the graphics chip 376, and the moping of 

IS tfie user inter&ce 348 functions. 

Pkeferably, the interactive programming technology necessary to provide the Virtual 
Sales Agent program is implemented as a software application within the receiver 8. Such 
technology is preferably located within ROM or flash-ROM memory 352 of the receiver 8. 
The intoactive technology, howeva, could alternatively be located in any type of memory 

20 device including RAM, EPROM,EEPROM, and PROM, hi the prefenred embodiment, the 
sofbvare can access and control the hardware elements ofthe device. The receiver 8 
monitors us^ requests and responses to interrogatories m the Vutual Sales Agent program 18 
through the user interface 348, and automatically and seamlessly switches between video, 
graphics and audio programming sequences reflecting die user=^ earlier responses. 

25 To perform die seamless video switching preferred for implementation ofthe Virtual 

Sales Agent program 18, the decoder 372 in the receiver 8 is preferably cq>abl6 of real-tune 
MPBGdecodmg. A seamless switch from one video signal ofthe Virtual Sales Agent 
program 18 to another m the MPEG data stream 4 is performed by the demultiplexer 373 at 
die video splice points 336 shown in Figure 3 as previously explained. In the event that die 

30 Virtual Sales Agent program 1 8 involves too many signals to be transmitted over a single 
NTSC channel bandwidth, a receiver 8 may be equipped with two or more tuners 344 in 
order to provide all ofthe necessary data signals to the decoder 372. Audio switching m the 
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pK&md embodim^ of the Virtual Sales Agent program 1 8 similarly occurs on fiame 
boundaries, as explained above with respect to Figure 5. Once selected or switched in the 
demultiplexer 373, th? audio signal 308 is decoded by the audio decoder 375 and sent to the 
audio processor 380 prior to presentation to the user. f ■ 

5 After the various video streams 300 are selected and seamlessly switched by the 

demultiplexer 373, the packets are output to a standard video buffer 378 and then decoded; 
The video bu£fer 378 ensures that enough video packets are queued for decoding so that the 
video decoder 374 can follow all the vector pointers between the I-, P-, and B-frames of the 
GGPsDd reconstruct the video frames for presentation. The physical buffer size of the video 
10 buffer 378 is defined by the MPEG standard, hereby incoiporated by reference. Enough time 
must be allowed at ttie onset of fbs transmission process to fill iq) the buffer 378 with die 
fiiamedata. 

The spUces take advantage of the non real time nature of MPEG data during 
transmission of the programming signals through the Virtual Sales Agent program 1 8 

15 transmission syston. By encoding at (he transmission center 2 at a lower bit rate than the 
channel cq>acity, the additional null and switch packets can be inserted at the end of ^ch 
GOP m order to make the switch The demultiplex©: 373 will always find die PID in the 
header information of the first video packet of the GOP 334 of the new data stream before the 
previously selected GOP is played out of the video buffer 378. Because the decode 372 can 

20 deconqness and decode even the most complex video GOP before ibt prior GOP is presented 
on the television 10, the GOPs can be padded with the switching packets, includmg the time 
g^ 340 packets, without any gap betweoi die Virtual Sales Agent program 18 segments 
presented. 

Afio: buffering, tiie selected video signal 300 continues through the MPEG decode 
25 process, which preferably utilizes a variable length decoder (VID) for the video decoder 374. 
Generally, the VLD converts the run-lengdi encoded data stiream into its longer bitstream 
format The bitstream is decoded into its constituent parts, i.e., motion vectors, discreet 
cosign transform (DOT) coefficioits, and die like, so that die video signal 300 can be 
reconstructed. Subsequently, tiie datastream is converted into firequoicy domain information 
30 using an inverse DCT filter. If the frames are interceded, the pixel data is genwated and 
stored in a buffer. 
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In an alternative embodiment, the entiie Virtual Sales Agent program 18 mky be 
transmitted by the transmission center 2 and stored in the receiver 8, presmning the nceiva 8 
is configined with adequate memory 352 to handle such a storage fonction. Ra&ortiian 
switching between data signals and chaiinels in tiie data streiEim 4, the receiver 8 would - 

5 implment flie Virtual Sales Agent program 1 8 by accessing ptogram segments stored in its 
own memory 352. The memory 352 in this embodiment would preferably be randomly 
accessible in order to provide program segments responsive to user selections or other 
mstructions in the Vurtual Sales Agent program 18. The VSA program 18 could similarly be 
stored on a storage device connected to the recover 8 such as a DVD playec^cecordo:, CD 

10 playei/recorder, or a file server. 

The memory 352 may also store information relating to current and previous user 
responses and met profile information 36. This information may be used in conjunction with 
commands transmitted within fbs data signals, as discussed in U.S. Patent No. 4,602,279, and 
U.S. patent application Serial No. 09/409,035, filed on September 29, 1999, each of which is . 

15 hoe^y incorporated herein by reference. The stored user jnofile information 36 and received 
commands may be used to switdi interactively between data signals without any additional 
response &om the user. 

The various information segments in the data stream 4 preferably relate in real-time 
and content so that an intoactive convocsation may occur as the data signals are presented 

20 and the user responds to the various intenx>gatoiies contained in the presented ^rtual Sales 
Agent program 1 8. As a user answers a particular interro^^atory with a multq)le-choice 
re^onse, tiie information in the data signal assodated with the particular selection is 
presented by the receiver 8. The various interrogatories, responsive messages, and 
informational messages may generolly be contained in any one, more tiian one, or all of tiie 

25 various data signals. 

Another enibodiment for providing a large Virtual Sales Agent program 18, which 
would o^erwise need to be q»lit between multQ)le NTSC channels for transmission, is 
possible without requiring dual tuners 344 in tiie receiver 8. In tiiis configuration tiie various 
data signals are processed at the transmission center 2 as previously described, being 

30 digitized by A/D converter 302 and com^jressed by encoder 312. However, rather than being 
immediately multiplexed by multiplra^ 324, the data signals are first routed to a central 
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switch. In fliiseinbodimeii:^ the switching between the various dato 
at the transmission center 2 la&er tiban at the receiver 8. 

The receiver 8 idays the mi]ltiple-<^ice selection of tiie user iiq)iit via the user 
inteifkce 348 to the transmission colter 2 via the backchamiel 368. A processor at the 

t 

5 transmission center 2 receives the mxiltiple choice selection of the user over the backchannel 
link 6 and controls the central switch to select the desired data signal in much the same J' 
rnann^ as the receiver 8 controlled the switching at the user ead in the embodiment desmbed 
above. The central switch monitors the data packets &om flie encode 312 for PIDs, splice 
point flags, and splice points 336. The processor at the transmission center 2 analyzes the 
10 interrogatory responses, user profile information, PIDs, etc., and activates the coitral switch 
appropriately. 

In this embodiment, a single program segment is delivered over the data stream A, so 
fliere is no need for the receiver 8 to perform any switching functions; the switching is done 
at the transmission center 2. Such a system requires very fast switching equipment at the 

15 transmission center 2, but can be implemented because of the time g^s 340 in the digital 
packets. At flie transmission center 2, each central switch is assigned to a single user so the 
number of switches present at the transmission center 2 is the limiting factor to the number of 
users who can interact with the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 simultaneously. If it is 
assmned that only a portion of the users will interact simultaneously, an algorithm may be 

20 used to determine the optimum numb« of coitral switches necessary to assure an accq)table 
percentage of access. 

Alternatively, it maybe desirable to transmit the Virtual Sales Agent interactive 
program 18 over a telq)hone line. When tiie user enters a response thiou^ the user interface 
348, a signal is sent via the backchannel link 6, which in this case is the same telephone line. 

25 Hius, a single link handles both the interactive choice being made at the receiver 8 and the 
transmission of that choice, out of a plurality of choices, firom the transmission center 2 
where the actual switching takes place. 

In order to fiirttier achieve the objects of the Virtual Sales Agent program 18, the 
expert systems technology disclosed in U.S. Patent Nos. 5,632,007 and 5,585,858, which are 

30 incorporated herein by reference, may be used to aid in the interactive response to user input 
or user profile information 36. As the user selectively responds to queries, the responses are 
input into the expert system which determines the appropriate switch between the data signals 
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in the data Stream 4. The Virtaal Sales Agent program 18 may be 
memory functions dming operation, without requixing a complex microprocessor to perform 
any of these memory functions, or instead may utilize processor 360 and memory 352 to 
provide a more complex degree of expert analysis. ^ 

The logic and memory functions of an expert system diay be achieved throu^ 
hierarcMcalrde-basedprogranuning transmitted in &e data stream Once a response i^ 
entered, the operating system may change between data signals appropriately, store responses 
for fiiture branching, or execute an algorithm utilizing a response. The Virtual Sales Agent 
program 1 8 may tiiereby emulate a compnterized expert system in makmg its presentation 
selections without the use of processor 360 for tracking all user responses. 

In anothw embodunent, the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 may be a stand-alone 
system, such as a public kiosk, iuthiscasethe Virtual Sales Agent program 18 maybe 
stored on a randomly accessible memory media unit in flie kiosk. The stand-alone systm 
may also be connected to the Internet via a conununications link in order to provide Ihtemet 
content 10 as well. Processing functions may be handled by a dedicated microprocessor or a 
personal computer running appropriate software. The user interface 348 in this embodiment 
may preferably be a touch screen monitor through which the user indicates his prefermces 
and answers mterrogatories. The kiosk may be further equipped to provide printed 
information to the user, for example product specifications, a sales receipt or a coupon. 

A Virtual Sales Agent program is created by a program producer or other content 
provide as a collection of related program segments that may be variously cued depending 
iqjon the profile or reaction of a user. One or more program segments are preferably grouped 
in synchronized sets and multiple groups or sets of program segments are placed in a 
sequential order for transmission. Bach program segment in a group is provided as an 
optional presentation possibility of the Vhtual Sales Agent program. 

The choice of which optional program segment to present is based upon information 
known or generated ftomtiie user. The Virtual Sales Agent program may be encoded to 
draw upon user profile information to automatically select program segments of likely 
int^est to or preference of the user. The Virtual Sales Agent program may also include 
interrogatories, questions, choices, or selections for the user to make via the user interface. 
The user's answers or selections indicate which optional program segment to present next to 
fit the preference of tiie user. 
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The content of the Virtual Sales Agent program in a prefeired embodiment is an 

interactive sales or advertising program. Content in odier prefeired embodiments may be 

educational or training programs. Further, the Virtual Sales Agent program could be an 

interactive game. The Virtual Sales Agent program can be an CThancement to multiple types 

5 of conventional programming content such as advertisementsf(including targeted 

advertisements), news, entertainment, situation comedies, sports, music videos, game shows, , 

and educational shows. In a prefeired embodiment, the presence of the Virtual Sales^ Agent 

program in tiie transmission and its availability for access is indicated to the user during the 

pres^tation of the conventional programming content 

10 An auto purchasing experience is just one example of how the Virtual Sales Agent 

program 18 would operate and illustrates how content is produced and enhanced in Virtual 

Sales Agent program 18. In a prefeired embodiment, a television user is presented with a 

commercial 12 for a particular auto manu&cturer's new model year rollout during a regularly 

scheduled break in a broadcast program. An indicator 14 iqppears on the television 10 to 
♦ 

IS indicate that additional infonnation about the advertised product is avails The user 
decides that he/she would like more information about that manu&cturer's products. By 
pressing a particular, preprogrammed button on a remote control interacting with the user 
inter&ce 348, tiie data signal 4 selection is switched by the receiver 8 from the commeroial 
12 or other broadcast prograrmnmg to the Virtual Sales Agent program 18. 

20 The Virtual Sales Agent program 18 for selling automobiles mi^t begin, as in step 

100 of Figures 6A-6C, with a greeting and some introductory audio/video information about 
fliemanu&cturer. For example, a video chp featuring a virtual sales representative could 
appear, along with clips of the various autos in the new car line. The salesperson could 
provide narrative about the manufacturer, the quality of its products, and offer to show the 

25 user around the "showroom.*' A sample of such a narrative sequence is depicted in Table 1 
herein. It should be understood that flie example in Table 1 represents the audio portion of a 
sample Vutual Sales Agent program 1 8, and that i^ropriate video may be included in each 
program segment as well. Information or instructions included in the data code 318 portion 
of the program segment are enclosed in brackets { }. 

30 The programming information of the Virtual Sales Ag&at program 1 8 may be stored 

in a video disk library 32 as in a video-on-demand system, on a computer server 34, or on any 
other iqpplicable memory medium, or a combmation of fliese options. In some instances the 
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Virtual Sales Agent piogram 18 could also be apart of a broadcast dgnal &om a remote 
soTnce retransmitted by the transmission center 2 or originate fiom an Ihtemet Iiosting site. 
In order to proceed through the sales presaitation, the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 may 
ask some preference oriented questions to determine the prospective puichasCT, the user's,- 
wants and needs, jtist as a real sales agent would do on a carlbt Therefore, the first and most 
obvious question mig^ be, **What kind ofcar can I show you?" J 

At this point the video portion of the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 may be^ 
combined with a grq)liical segment, indicating the various options among which the nser may 
choose, hi this case the options might be to look at (a) a full sized sedan 102, (b) a compact 
car 104, (c) a sport utility vehicle (SUV) 106, or (d) a truck 108. By using the user interfece 
348 and inputting a corresponding letter, or otherwise making a selecticm, the user may select 
the type of vehicle m which he/she is most mterested. As a result of ttie user inteifeoe 348 
inputs, tiie receiver 8 switohes between data signals in die data stream 4 according te? the 
methods discussed above, to provide a ^grammiug segment r^onsive to flie user's choice, 
(hi a two-way embodhnent, the switching between data signals may be performed at the 
transmission center 2.) 

Si^pose that the user is interested in a SUV. In this mstance, the path foUowhug step 
1 06 will be pursued. It should be noted, however, that other users may select any of the other 
car options whereby they are switched to alternate, but synchronous data signals m the data 
stream 4. Additionally, as will become clear throu^ this discussion, users choosing other 
data signals mitially, may conveige agam to view the same data signal i^ for example, a 
programmmg segment discusses features common to several or all vehicles. Such 
convergence may also be a practical necessity to the provision of the Vutual Sales Agent 
program 18 because of a hmitation of bandwidth and therefore die number of potential 
channels that the Virtual Sales Agent program 1 8 can branch b^een. 

Followmg step 106, the video segment is seamlessly switched and the sales 
rq»resentative begins a presentation in stq) 1 10 about the dilTerent models of SUVs offered. 
Such a video segment might be con^sed of merely a voice-over describing the different 
models as their pictures are shown. At this point the user is asked to choose the size of SUV 
he desires. Several options may again be presented in graphic overlays on the television 10 
screen. Such a choice is exemplified by steps 1 12, 1 14, and 116 mdicatmg options of 
"Sport," *Tamily," or *Tlal)oon," respectively, m the event one needs to transport a smaU 
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anny. 

In an alternative anbodimait, if the broadcast system is equipped to trade user profile 
information 36 as disclosed in U.S. Patent No. 5,632,007, this kind of model selection may be 
intelligent in systems with user |m)file information 36 traddn^iofoimatio^ 
5 demogr^hics, viewing habits, previous interactive television^urchases, etc., may be 
transmitted via backchannel 368 to the transmission center 2 and stored in a usct profile , 
information 36 database. In some embodiments, p«rhq)s without a baclcchannel 36B}the user 
profile information 36 may actually be stored in the memory 352 of receiver 8 for access at 
tiie user aid. In either case, based on the user profile infonnati(m 36, it may be known that 
10 the user has a family of four and would thus likely be interested in fiie Family model In fiiis 
embodiment, ttie Virtual Sales Agent program 18 may choose to switch to the programming 
segment of step 120 automatically. Altematively, if the user is known to be young and 
single, the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 may automatically switch to the Sport model 
branch along step 118. 

1^ Retuming to tiie dq>icted mibodiment in Figures 6A'-6C, dq)ending vpm the user's 

choice, the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 will branch to different video signals at this point 
If the user is interested in a Sport model, step 1 12, the Vutual Sales Agent program 1 8 will 
pah^s move to a segment on available door options, step 1 18. Such a track is chosen 
because tiie standard Sport model only comes with two doors, but four are available as an 

20 optica A video segment witii the sales rqnresentation would show and explain flie possible 
options. These choices, sts^s 122 and 124, are flien presented as a gt^hic for selection by 
the user interfiice 348. 

In contrast, users interested m the Family or Platoon size models are not queried about 
door selection because on these models four doors are standard, histead, these users may be 

25 shown a programming segment which depicts the possible seating configurations, step 120. 
This segment may not be applicable to tiie Sport model which is limited to only one seating 
configuration. The seating options available between a Family size model and a Platoon 
model may also differ. While fliere may only be one video segment which explains all 
possible seating configurations, data signals for the seat selection program segment of st^ 

30 120 may, however, include scrparate instructions to tiie receiver 8 as to which graphics to 
present based upon flie responses to the query in step 110. If flie user is intorested in the 
Family model, receiver 8 will process and present only choices (a) 1-5 seats, step 126, or (b) 
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6-8 seats, step 128. Howev«r» if the user previoiisly indicated intwest in fbs Platoon model, 
the additional option of (c) 9-1 1 seats, step 130, will be passed tiuough by the lecdver 8 and 
presented to &e usor. 

It should be q)predated that the data signals presented to the Sport model user are ' 
5 presented in synchronicity with the data signals presented to^^e Family or Platoon model 
users* The alternate segments of the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 are simultaneously,' 
present in the data stream 4 and separated for selective i^resentation. > 
In the instant example, the SUV portion of the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 
converges in step 132 to offer information to all users about the available engine options. 

10 Steps 134, 136, and 138 detail the choices of (a) V-6, (b) V-8, or (c) diesel, respectively. 
Again, the user makes a selection via the user interface 348. In step 140, the data signal may 
next offer an audio/video segment wherein the sales representative describes the transmission 
features of the SUV model line and culminate with a request for a selectioa Selecdcm 
q>tions of (a) automatic or (b) manual are detailed in steps 142 and 144, respectively. 

IS Anotiier typical option in SUV s is the availability of four-wheel drive as noted in step 

146. Steps 148 and 150 allow the user to choose a two-wheel drive or a four-wheel drive 
model, respectively. In the event that a user selects the two wheel drive option, step 148, ihe 
Virtual Sales Agent program 18 switches to a conq)anion data signal to provide a 
conteiuporaneous programming segment, step 152, i^le users who choose the four wheel 

20 drive model, step 150, continue to receive the prior data signal. An additional optional off- 
road package is th^ detailed and offered to four-wheel drive users in step 1 54. As this 
package is not offered to the two wheel drive customers, an alternative synchronous segment, 
step 152, is provided to fill the time necessary to present the off-road package to other users. 
Returning to the off-road package segment, step 1 54, users are in this instance provided a Yes 

25 or No option for response via the us» interface 348. 

Upon completion of the off-road segment, the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 again 
conv^es to a single data signal in st^ 160. At this point information and inquiry are 
directed to the availability of a towing package. Again, th iser is able to respond either Yes 
or No in steps 162 and 164, respectively. Dep^ding upon a particular user's answer, the 

30 Virtual Sales Agent program 18 may be switched between one of tiuree different data signals 
supplying three different programming segments. 

Not only does the receiver 8 (or in the case of a two way embodiment, the 
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tranfitnissioii center 2) base immediate switching decisions vpoa user responses to 
intenogatories, it also stores fh» responses in memoiy 352 fbr Isier decision making 
processing based iq)on prior responses, hi this exanq>le, if a user indicates into^st in a 
towing package in step 162, but previously indicated he preferred a manual transmission iA 
step 144, the Virtual Sales Agait program 18 will switch thisniser to a data signal 
corresponding to step 1 66, Combining ejqpert decision making capzdty in the Virtual 
Ag&ai program 18 allows for recognition that automatic transmission is required if avowing 
package is desired in step 166. The user is then given the opportunity to change his/her mind 
about his/her previous selection of a manual transmission in stq> 144 in order to presently 
select the towing package through the Yes option in step 168. Alternatively, the user can 
forego the towing package by selecting No in step 170. 

While the transmission conc^ns are sorted out in the programming segm^t identified 
by step 166, oAer users who selected the towing package in step 162, and vrbo previously 
selected automatic transmission in step 142, are provided a sq>arate programming segment of 
the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 as in step 172. This segmait may, for exanq>le, provide 
-additional information about towing features or capacity. The segment of stq) 172 parallels 
tiie segment of stq) 166 to maintain real-time continuity between flie various programming 
branches in the data sti:eam 4. Similarly, for those who were not interested in the towing 
package of step 160 and answered No in step 164, a third programming segment, step 174, is 
provided to likewise maintain tiie continuity. 

An alternative to the previously desoibed programming segments of steps 172 and 
174 is also worfliy of mention. These segments could draw upon the same data signal and 
tiiereby present the same video images to multiple users. However, the Virtual Sales Agent 
program 18 may transmit multiple accompanying audio tracks for selection by the recdver 8 
based upon whether or not tiie user chose the towing package option. It should also be 
appreciated, that different audio tracks may be ti^nsmitted with each segment of the Virtual 
Sales Agent program 1 8. These tracks may provide flie same information to users, but be 
recorded in diffaent languages. An example mig^it be fliat tiie user profile information 36 of 
a particular user indicates tiiat he/she is predominately a Spanish speaker. The transmission 
center 2, based on this user profile, could send a signal to tiie receiver 8 to select the Spanish 
language audio track accompanying the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 for playing to tins 
particular user. 
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At tilis point, tbe three sspacato piognanmiiig segments may include commands to the 
lecdver 8 to switch to a single data signal in flie data stream 4. It may be that a switch fiom 
two of the data signals is made to the third. As most of the potential options for the SUV 
have now been covered, the Virtual Sales Agent program 18 in step 176 may provide an 
ovaview of the manufiicturer's warranty poUcy and then ask^the user would like to review 
the details. If the user responds afBrmatively as in step 178, the receivCT 8, if equipped ^th 
Jhtemet browser software, may be directed by an URL in the data signal to retrieve a wi 
page 28 via communications link 24. Such interactivity with Internet mformation sources is 
described in detail in U.S. Patent Nos. 5,774,664; 6,018,768; 5,778,181; and 5761,606 v^iich 
are each incorporated herein by reference. The web page 28 stored on remote server 30 may 
be maintained by tiie auto manufacturer to provide the text of the warranty. The warranty 
may thereby be accessed by receiver 8 and presented for the user on the television monitor 
1 0. The warranty information may be presented in a ficame or whidow superimposed over the 
video segment, or it could conq>letely di^lace tiie previous video segment 

In an alternative embodimoit wherdn the receiver 8 is not connected to 
communications link 24 or is otherwise not equipped ^^n&l internet web browser software, but 
the receiver 8 is connected via a backchannel link 6 with the trananission center 2, the 
transmission center 2 may provide the Internet content 20. In this embodiment, transmission 
center 2 is connected to web page 28 via communications link 26. Content fiom w* page 28 
may then be accessed by the transmission center 2 and converted for transmission to the 
receiver 8 as part of the data stream 4. The receiver 8 can thai present the hitemet contait 20 
on television monitor 10. It should fiirthear be noted at tins point fliat a computer with an 
attached monitor could replace receiver 8 and television monitor 10, wherein die compute is 
equipped wifli a demultiplexer, a tunei/decompressor, and a video caid. 

Following stq) 1 82, when the user indicates through usct interface 348 input that 
he/she is finished reviewing the warranty policy, the Virtual Sales Agent program 1 8 may 
send the next program segment such as step 190 via communications link 24. Additional 
audioMdeo segments stored on remote server 30 featuring the Actual Sales Agent program 
18 may be streamed over the lotemet and presented on the user*s television 10. Streaming 
the data signals via Internet technology at this point may be preferable to returmng to the 
transmission data stream 4 as the time taken for different users to review wananty 
mformation may differ significantly, makmg a retum to the real-tune Vntual Sales Agent 
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program 18 via data stream 4 imavailable. 

Step 190 may ask \(Mieir the user would like to place an order fi>r a Vehicle witii the 
specific q)tions for which he/she has indicated preferraices throughout the Virtual Sales 
Agent program 1 8. If the user so desires by selecting the Yes option in stq> 192 through ^e 
5 user interface 348, the receiver 8 may again interface ydth Wb page 28 to download the 
necessary forms for presentation on the television 10. Using the user inter&ce 348, the u^er 
can provide flie required information for completing a purchase transaction, step 194f Expert 
systems technology could ev^ allow the Virtual Sales Ag^ program 18 to conduct price 
negotiations with the user based upon a hierarchical rule based system. Upon such 

10 completion, die Virtual Sales Agent program 18 terminates in step 196 and returns flie user to 
the broadcast channel which was presented on die television 10 prior to the user selecting the 
Virtual Sales Agent program 18. 

In the event that a user is not interested in making a purchase at this point, the 
negative response in stq) 198 may lead to an inquuy as to whedier the user would like to take 

15 a test drive, step 200. Ifthe user so indicates an interest in step 202, conunands in the Virtual 
Sales Agent program 1 8 may direct &e receiver 8 to access a web page 28 via Mtemet 
communications link 24 to produce a list of local dealerships. By selecting a desired 
dealership, step 204, a URL may direct receiver 8 to access the local dealership's Intemet 
web site for coordination of the test drive with the user. At this point the Virtual Sales Agent 

20 program 18 would terminate at step 206. If the test-drive offer in step 200 was declined in 
step 208, the Virtual Sales Agent program 1 8 would thank the user for his/her participation 
and temiinate in step 210. 

Returning to st^ 176, in which review of the warranty policy was ofifered, if the user 
declined to view the warranty in step 180, instead of switching to communications link 24, 

25 the receiver 8 may continue to present a programming segment &om data stream 4. The 
programming segment presented may, similar to step 190, ask the user whether he/she would 
like to order the SUV. Ifthe user answers Yes as in stq) 186, the receiver 8 would at this 
point switch signal inputs to communications link 24 to retrieve the Intemet web page 28 
containing the ordrang interface sequence, step 212. Once ordering was complete, the 

30 Virtual Sales Agent program 18 would terminate and the television 10 would return to the 
regular broadcast selection. 

Now, returning to step 184 to follow another branch of the Virtual Sales Agent 
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program 18, a user unmterested in oixlem Hereagam,: 
the data signal in data stream 4 would provide the next programming segment in step 216 and 
ask whether th^ was interest in a test drive. Ifthe user indicates Yes via tiiensainter&ce ; 
348 in step 21 8, the receiver 8 would switch to telecommunications link 24 and access the' 
URL transmitted as part of the data signal to seek a dealershifi list on web page 28, step 220. 
The user could then select the closest dealership and be connected to the dealer web site p 
schedule a test drive. Attfaispoint,tMsbranchofthe Virtual Sales Agent program tem^ 
instep 222. FinaUy,ifthe user indicates no interest in a test drive in step 224, the Vu^ 
Sales Ag^t program 18 would present one final video segment wh^ein the virtual sales 
representative flianks flie user for participating, provide contact information for obtaining 
furdier product infomiation, and temiinates the Virtual Sales Agent program 1 8 in step 226. 



TABLE 1 

Scr^t of Program Segments for a Virtual Sales Agent Program 
Data Stream ! Data Stream 2 Data Stream 3 Data Stream 4 Internet Stream 

Hi. My name is (unused) (unused) (unused) (unused) 

Sam and Ym the 

Virtual Sales 

Agent for 

Monarch Motors. 

I understand that 

you are 

potentially 

interested in our 

new car models 

because of your 

selection of this 

program today. 

Why don't you 

tell me what kind 

of vehicle you'd 

like to see? 

Monarch Motors 

carries a full line 

of luxury full 

sized sedans, 

economy-minded 

compact cars, 
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sporty SUVs, and 
tough trucks. 
{Video displays 
Sales agent 
walking through 
showroom. 
{Graphic display: 
a) Full-sized 
Sedan; b) 
Compact; c) 
Sport UtiUt3r,d) 
Tmck, Data 
command: If (a), 
stay on stream 1; 
if(b), switch to 
stream 2; if (c) 
switch to stream 
3; if (d), switch 
to stream 4.} 



{This data stream 
may carry ttie 
related program 
segment for a 
RiU-sized Sedan 
selection. 
Alternatively, the 
Sedan program 
maybe carried 
on a separate 
channel in the 
data stream.} 



{This data 
stream may 
cany the 
program 
segment for a 
Compact Car 
selection. 
Alternatively, 
the Compact 
program may 
be carried on a 
separate 
channel in the 
data stream.} 



I see you are 
interested in our 
sport utility 
vehicle. We 
have several 
models to 
choose from. 
The Sport 
model has great 
equipment rack 
i options. The 
Family model 
has a second 
radio tuner with 
. headphone 
jacks for the 
kids. The 
Platoon has an 
optional third 
bench seat or an 
expanded cargo 
area. Which 
model fits your 
size needs? 
{Video display: 
auto models 
switch per 



{This data 
stream may 
carry the 
program 
segment for a 
Truck 
selection. 
Alternatively, 
the Track 
program may 
be carried on a 
separate 
chamiel in the 
data stream.} 
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with anv of the 




fhllowillOr 




enfiiTie ontinns 




The Soort 




comes standard 




with a V-6 




TheFamilv > 

xuv X mil 1 1 Y 




model enrine ic 




standard with 




thev-8. A 


*■ -■ 
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/Video disnlav* 




dins ofencrifift 




ontfons 




(Tranhic 
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command: If 
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3 \ 
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eouirmed \xriih 




either mamifll or 
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com or contact 
your local 
dealer. 

{Video display: 
stream sales 
agent clip. 
Graphic 
display: web 
page address 
link for 
Monarch and 
dealer. Data 
command: End 
Program.} 



command: If 
YES, retrieve 
Dealer page via 
URL; if NO, 
retrieve Stop i 
Program page 
via URL.} 



Dealer Page 
{Video display: 
stream sales 
agent clip.} 
Thank you for 
allowing us the 
opportunity to 
show you 
Monarch 
Motors' line of 
SUVs. WewiU 
now transfer 
you to your 
local dealer so 
you can arrange 
a test drive. 
{Data 
command: 
Switch to web 
page managed 
by dealer. End 
program.} 



Stop Program 
Thank you for 
allowing us the 
opportunity to 
show you 
Monarch 
Motors' line of 
SUVs. If you 
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nave any further 
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command: End 




Program.} 



Althou^ various embodiments of this invention have been described above with a 
certain degree of particularity, or with reference to one or more individual anbodiments, 
those skilled in the art could make numerous alterations to the disclosed embodiments 
without departing &om the spirit or scope of this invention. It is intended that all matter 
contained in fhe above description and shown in the accompanying drawings shall be 
interpreted as illustrative only of particular embodiments and not limiting. Changes in detail 
or structure may be made without departing &om the basic elements of the mvention as 
defined in the following claims. 
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CLAIMS 

What is claimed is: 

L A method of receiving a virtual sales ageat program in an interactive 
progranmimgsysteni, the virtual sales agent program providing a custoi^ ^ 
5 presentation for the enhancement of conventional programming content througji the use of 
interactive programming technology, the virtual sales agent program comprismg a pluralijfy of 
assodated program segments, each of tiie plurality of program segments comprismg-^ 
plurality of associated digital data signals, flie method conqxiismg the steps o£ 

receiving a program data stream conqnising tiie conventional programming content 
10 and at least one of the plurality of associated program segments; and 

outputting the at least one of the plurality of associated program segments for 
presentation to a user on a presentation device. 

2. The method as desoibed in claim 1 wherein the step of receiving further 
comprises receiving the plurality of program segments in sequential sets of one or more 

IS program segm^ts. 

3. The method as described in claim 1 further comprising collecting user 
information indicative of the user*s preferences. 

4. The method as described in claim 1 further comprising: 

selecting individual program segments from the plurality of associated program 
20 segmoits; 

switching from the conventional programming content to one of the selected 
individual program segments; and 

switching between the selected individual program segments; and 
wherein the step of outputting further comprises outputting each of the selected individual 
25 program segments as the switch is made to it. 

5. The method as described in claim 4 wherein the steps of switching to and 
between the plurality of program segments within the data stream are acconq)lished without a 
user perceptible delay between the presentation of the output program segments. 

6. The metiiod as described in claim 4 wh^ein the step of switching from 
30 conventional programming content is initiated by the user's selection of the virtual sales 

agent program via a user interface. 
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7. The method as desoibed in claim 4 fl^ 
]ii£>imation indicative of preferences of the 

8. The method as described in claim 7 wherein the steps of switching are 
perfomied based upon the user information to provide the selected individual program ' 

S segments responsive to tiie user's preferences. f 

9. The method as described in clahn 3 or 7 wherein the user information , 
comprises a user profile stored within the interactive programming ^^stem, 

10. The method as described in claim 3 or 7 further comprising storing the user 
information in a memory module located in a programming receiver at the user end of the 

10 interactive programming system. 

11. The method as described in claun 3 furOier comprising transmittmg tiie user 
information to a programming transmission system via a backchannel communication link. 

12. The method as described in claim 1 1 wherein the backchannel coimnunication 
link comprises a communication system selected fiiom the group consisting of: radio, 

15 telq)hony, wireless telephony, digital subscriber line, a personal communication system 
network, satellite, cable, fiber optic, and a communication network. 

13. The method as described in claim 12 wherein the cocomunication network 
comprises a netwodc selected firom tiie group consisting of: the Internet, an intranet, a local 
area network, a wide area network, a public network, and a private network. 

20 14. The method as desoibed in claim 1 1 further comprising recdving the user 

information in the program data stream. 

15. The method as described in claim 1 1 furtiher comprising receiving the at least 
one of the plurality of associated program segments in the data stream firom the programming 
transmission system based upon the user information, wherein the at least one of the program 

25 segments received is responsive to the preferences of the user. 

1 6. The method as described in claim 3 or claim 7 further comprising interacting 
with the usCT to collect the user information. 

1 7. The method as described in claim 1 6 wherem the step of interacting 
comprises: 

30 soliciting the user information througfh at least one interrogatory contained in at least 

one of the plurality of program segments; and 

receiving at least one response to tiie at least one intenx)gatory firom tiie user. 
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18. The method as described in claim 17 wherein the step of receiving the at least 
one response is perfomied via a uiser inter&ce. 

1 9. The method as described in claim 1 8 wherein the user interface is selected 
from the groiq) consisting of: aiadio frequency remote contioV an infrared remote control,^ 

5 keyboard, a touch screen monitor, and voice activation. 

20. The method as described in claim 17 wherein the at least one intOTogatorj^ is 
based upon e^ert system instructions with hierarchical rules for negotiating a residt with the 
user. 

21. The method as described in claim 1 frirther conq)rising selecting the virtual 
10 sales agent program at fhc direction of the user via a user inter&ce, wherem the conventional 

programming content is replaced in the program data stream by the at least one of the 
plurality of associated program segments at a program transmission center, and wherein the 
user's direction is transmitted to the progranuning transmission systmi via a backchannel 
communication link. 

15 22. The method as described in claim 1 frirdier comprising alerting the user to the 

presence of the virtual sales agent program in the data streanL 

23. The method as described m claim 22 whearein the stq> of alerting comprises 
providing an indicator to the us^ through the presentation device. 

24. The method as described in claim 22 wherein the step of alerting comprises 
20 providing an indicator to the user through a user interface device. 

25. The method as des<^bed in claim 24 wherein the indicator is selected from the 
group consisting of: a button on a ranote control^ a light source on a remote control, a button 
on a keyboard, and a li^t source on a keyboard. 

26. The method as described in claim 4 wherein tiie plurality of associated 

25 program segments is distributed between a plurality of data streams, and wherein the steps of 
switching additionally occur between the plurality of data streams. 

27. The method as described m claim 26 wherein at least one of the plurality of 
data streams is received over a communication link to at least one of the hitemet, and a 
private networic, and wherein at least one of the at least one of the plurality of associated 

30 program segments, Internet content, and private netv^ork content is received from at least one 
of the Internet and the private network. 
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28. Themettiodasde8cnbedmclaim27fi]r&erconqn^^ 

at least one of the at least one of the plurality of associated program segments, liitemet 
content, and private n^odc content via llie communication link. 

29. The mefliod as described in claim 27 or 28 wherein at least one of the Liteniet 
content and private networic content is presented separately on a second presentation device, 

30. The method as described in claim 26 wherein the actions of switching betj^eai 
the plurality of program segments and the pluraUty of data streams are accompli8hed»without 
a user percjqjtible delay between the presentation of the output program segments. 

31. The method as described m claim 1 wherdn flie method of receivmg is 
performed by a programming receiver at a user end of the interactive programmmg system. 

32. The method as described in claim 1 wherein the data stream is received at a 
user end of the interactive programmmg system via at least one of the transmission mediums 
selected from the group consisting ot terrestrial broadcast television, cable, satellite, fiber 
optic, microwave, radio, telephony, wheless telephony, digital subscriber Ime, a personal 
communication system networic, and a communication network. 

33. The method as described in claim 1 fimher conq)risuig storing flie plurality of 
associated program segments in a memory module in a programming receiver a user end of 
the mteractive programming system, and wherein the stq)s of switching fialher hwlude 
accessmg one or more of the plurahty of program segments fiom the memory module. 

34. A mettiodofprovidmg a virtual sales agent program to a phnality of users via 
an mteractive programming system transmitted fiom a programming transmission system, the 
virtual sales agent program providmg a customized, mteractive presentation for the 
enhancement of conventional programmmg content through the use of mtraactive 
programming technology, the virtual sales agent program comprismg a plurality of associated 
program segments, each of the plurality of program segments comprismg a plurality of 
associated digital data signals, the method comprising the steps of: 

insating the plurality of program segments into a program data stream comprising the 
conventional programming content; and 

transmitting the program data stream to at least one of the plurality of uscts. 

35. The mefliod as described in claim 34 further comprising the step of accessing 
the at least one of the plurality of associated program segments fixmi storage m a memory 
module at tiie programming transmission syston. 
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36. The method as desoibed in claim 35 wh^ein ths pliirality of program 
segments are stored in the memory module in sequential sete of one or more program 
segmoits. 

37. The me&od as described in claim 36 further conq>nsmg receiving user proille 
information at the programming transmission systrai fiom th# particular user's mi of the 
interactive programming system via a backchannel communication link. 

y 

38. The mefliod as described in claim 37 wherein the backchannel commpication 
link is a communication system selected from the group consisting of. radio, telq)hony, 
wiroless tel^hony, digital subsorib^ line, a personal communicatiQn system n^oik, a 
communication network, cable, fiber optic, and satellite. 

39. The method as described m claim 34 wherdn the step of insoting further 
comprises receiving a transmission of at least one of the plurahtjr of associated program 
segm^ts from a remote transmission source. 

40. The method as described in claim 39 wherein the transmisdcm received from 
the remote transmission source is received via at least one of the transmission mediums 
selected from the groiq) consisting of: terrestrial broadcast television, cable, satellite, fiber 
optic, microwave, radio, telephony, wfreless telephony, digital subscriber line, a personal 
communication system n^ork, and a communication network. 

41. The mettiod as described in claim 34 wherein the program data stream is 
transmitted via at least one of the transmission mediums selected from the group consisting 
of: broadcast television, cable, satellite, fiber optic, microwave, radio, telephony, wireless 
telqphony, digital subscriber Ime, a personal communication system network, and a 
communication network. 

42. The method as described m clahn 32, 38, 40, or41 wherem the 
communication network comprises at least one of the networks selected from the groiq) 
consisting of: the Internet, an intranet, a local area network, a wide area network, a public 
network, and a private network. 

43. The method as described in claun 34 wherein the step of inserting further 
comprises multiplexing the plurahty of associated digital data signals witii the conventional 
programming cont^t. 

44. The method as described m claim 34 wherein the step of msating further 
comprises distiibuting tiie pluraUty of associated digital data signals between a plurahty of 
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program data streams cdEprising fhe convoitioinal programming content and multiplesdng 
fhe plurality of associated digital data signals with tbs canventional programming conteixt on 
the plurality of program data streams. 

45. The method as described in claim 34 fbrther conq>rising: 

selecting individual program segments from the plurafity of associated program 
segments, and wherein the step of inserting comprises inserting each of the selected 
individual program segments as it is selected into file program data stream. > 

46. The method as desoibed in claim 45 wherein the stq) of switching fiirttier 
conq>rises switching from Has conventional programming content to the at least one of the 
plurality of program segments, tiiereby rq>lacing the conventional programming content with 
the at least one of the plurality of program segments in the program data stream. 

47. The me&od as described in claim 46 wherein flie step of switching from the 
conventional programming content is initiated by the at least one of the plurality of user's 
selection of the virtual sales agrat program. 

48. The method as described in claim 45 wherdn the step of switchmg betwe^ 
the individual program segments is accomplished wifliout a user perceptible delay between 
the individual program segments in a presentation of the individual program segments. 

49. The mefliod as described in claim 45 fiffthCTConoprising inserting user ' 
information into the program data stream. 

50. The method as described in claim 45 frniherconqnising: 

collecting user information from at least one of fiie plurality of usos indicative of 
pref«r^es of file at least one of flie plurality of users. 

51. The mefliod as desraibed m claim 50 wherdn flie user information conq)rises a 
user profile stored wifiiin tiie interactive programming system. 

52. The method as described in claim 5 1 wherein the step of selectmg is 
performed based upon tiie user information to provide the selected individual program 
segments responsive to flie preferences of flie at least one of flie plurality of users. 

53. The mefiiod as described in claim 51 furfiier conq>rising storing the ma 
profile infi)imation wifiiin a memory module at fiie programming transmission system. 

54. The method as described in claim 35 or 53 wherein the memory module is 
selected from group consisting of: a data storage server, an optical disk, an optical storage 
medium, and a magnetic storage medium. 



48- 



wo 02/31627 



PCT/USOl/32020 



55. The method as described in claim 50 further comprising interacting with the 
particular user to collect the user information. 

56. The method as described in claim 55 wherein the step of interacting 
comprises: ^ 

5 soliciting the usor infomiation through at least one interrogatory contained in at least 

one of the plurality of program segmrats; and 

receiving at least one response to the at least one interrogatory from the particular user 
at the programming transmission system via a backchannel communication link. 

57. The method as described in claim 55 wherem ttie at least one interrogatory is 
1 0 based upon expect system instructions with hi^archical rules for negotiatmg a result with the 

at least one of the plurality of us^. 

58. The method as described in claim 34 further comprising retrieving at least one 
of at least one of tiie plurality of program segments and Internet content from the Internet via 
a communication link betcveen the progranmung transmission system and the IntCTiety and 

15 wherein the step of ins^ting fiothCT includes inserting the Internet content in the data stream. 

59. The method as described in claim 34 further comprising retrieving at least one 
of at least one of the plurality of program segments and private network content from a 
private network via a communication link between the programmmg transmission system and 
the private network, and wherein the step of inserting further includes inserting the private 

20 netwoik content in the data stream. 

60. The method as desoibed in claim 34 further comprising receiving a particular 
usor's request for the virtual sales agent program, the particular user's request received at the 
programming transmission system via a backchannel communication link. 

61. The method as described in claim 21, 56, or 60 wherein tiie backchannel 

25 communication link is a communication system selected from tiie group consisting of: radio, 
telephony, wireless telephony, digital subscriber line, a personal communication system 
network, a communication network, cable, fiber optic, and satellite. 

62. The method as described in claim 61 wherein the communication network 
comprises at least one of the networks selected fix>m the group consisting of; the Internet, an 

30 intranet, a local area network, a wide area network, a public network, and a private netwoik. 
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63. The method as described in claim 34 fiirdier coixq>rismg alerting the at least 
one of the plmtdity of users to the presem^e of the virtue 

stream. 

;■ 

64. The me&od as descxdbed in claim 63 wherein the stq) of alerting conq>^ 

5 providing an indicator m the program data stream to tiie at le^ one of the plurality of users. 

65. The method as described in claim 23 or 64 wherein the indicator is selected 
from the group consisting of: a graphic, an icon, a uniform resource locator, a hyperlmk,' a hot 
spot, a data command to auser inter&ce device, a visual signal, and an audible signal. 

66. A method of creatmg a virtual sales agent program for transmission via an 

10 interactive programming system to at least one user, the virtual sales agent program providing 
a customized, interactive presentation through the use of interactive programming 
technology, the virtual sales agent program comprising a plurality of associated program 
segments, each of the plurality of program segments comprising a plurality of associated 
digital data signals, the metiiod comprising: 

IS creating the plurality of associated program segments for presentation to the at least 

one usen 

grouping at least one program segment to create a plurality of groups; 
synchronizing each program segment in a group with the other program segm^ts in 
Regroup; 

20 arranging the plurality of groups in a sequential orden and 

creating instructions contained in each program segment for use by a processor in 
selecting a subsequent program segment in a subsequent gtoiq> to ou^ut for presentation. 

67. The method as described in claim 66 furtti^ comprising the step of creating at 
least one interrogatory to the at least one user for determining the at least one user's 

25 preferences, &e at least one interrogatory contained in at least one of the plurality of program 
segments, the at least oi^e interrogatory designed to solicit an interactive response fiom the at 
least one user, the response to tiie at least one interrogatory determmative of a selection by 
the processor of the subsequent program segment in the subsequent group to output for 
pres^tation. 

30 68. The method as described in claim 66 further comprising the step of creating at 

least one instruction contained in at least one program segment to direct the processor to 
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select tiie subsequent program segment in tiie subsequent group based on an analysis by the 
processor of user infonnation. . 

69. The me&od as described in claim 66 wherein the pi^ocessor is part of a 
programming transmission system. t 

70. The method as described in claim 66 whereiaflie processor is part of a 
programming receiver. 

71. The method as described in claim 66 further conq)rising the step of storing the 
virtual sales agent program in a memory. 

72. The method as described in claim 71 wherein the memory is a medium 
selected from the groiq) consistiug o£ video tape, audio t^, magnetic media, digital video 
disk, compact digital disk, minidisk, video gaming media, optical media, computer readable 
media, and a data server. 

73. The method as described in claim 66 further con^rising the step of creating 
instructions contained in at least one of the plurality of program segments to direct the 

' processor to access and retrieve information from a communication network. 

74. The method as described in claim 73 \i4ierein the communication network 
conqnises at least one of the hitemet and a private network and the information coaqnises at 

• : l«Bt one of Lit^et content and private network content. 

75. The method as described in claim 66 further comprising the step of creating 
expert system instractions with hierarchical rules contamed m at least one of die plurality of 
program segments to direct die processor to negotiate a result wilh the at least one user. 

76. A method of providing a virtual sales a^t program to a user via a self- 
contamed interactive programming system, the vhtual sales agent program providing a 
customized, interactive presentation to the usor through the use of mteractive programmmg 
technology, the virtual sales agent program comprising a plurality of associated program 
segments, each of the pluraUty of program segments comprising a plurality of digital data 
signals, the method comprising: 

accessing at least one of the plurality of associated program segments from a memory 
module in the self-contamed mteractive programmmg system, wherem the plurality ^f 
associated program segments are stored in the memory module; and 

presenting the at least one of the pluraUty of associated program segments on a 
presentation device perceivable to the user. 
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77. Themefliod|E»desaibedinclaim76^adntiiestqpofacce^^ 
comprises retrieving at least one of at least one additional associated program segment, 
Dotemet conteatt and private netwoik content via a communication link to at least one of flie 
Internet and a private netv/oik, and wherein the step of presenting further includes presenting 
at least one of the Internet content and Hhe private network cdateat to the user. 

78. The method as described in claim 76 wherein the self-contained system 
comprises a public kiosk. ^ ' 

79. The mefiiod as described in claim 1 or 76 wherein the piesoitation device 
conqnises a device selected fixmi the group consistmgofi television, radio, video tape player, 
audio t^e player, digital video disk player, compact digital disk player, minidisk player, 
video game player, computer, personal digital assistant device, telephone, wireless telephone, 
a telephony device for the dea^ and a touch screen monitor. 

80. Hie method as described in claim 1, 34, 66, or 76 wherdn the plurality of 
associated program segments comprise at least one of the programming types selected fiom 
the group consisting of: audio, video, graphic image, and tejct 

81. The method as described in claim 1, 34, 66, or 76 wherein the plurality of 
associated program segments comprise at least one of still frame pictures or graphic images 
for transmission via a narrow bandwidth data stream. 

82. The method as described in claim 1, 34, 66, or 76 herein the virtual sales 
agent program comprises at least one of the customized, mteractive presraitations selected 
from the ffcovp consisting of an advertising/sales presentation, an educational/instructional 
presentation, and an interactive game. 

83. The method as described in claim 1, 34, 66, or 76 wherein the vutual sales 
agent program corc^rises an enhancement to conventional programming content selected 
from the group consisting of: advertismg, sports, news, entertainment, situation comedy, 
music video, game show, and educational 

84. The method as described in claim 35 or 76 wherein the memory module is 
randomly accessible. 

85. The method as described in claim 76 whoein the plurality of associated 
program segments are associated in sequential sets of one or more program segments. 

86. The method as described in claim 2, 36, or 85 wherein flie one or more 
program segments in each sequential set are synchronized. 
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87. The method as described in claim 76 wherein the step of accessing further 
comprises receiving at least one of at least one additional associated program segment 
Internet content, and private networic content via a communication link to at least one of the 
Internet and a private networic» and wherein the stq> of presenting further includes presentilig 
at least one of the Internet content and flie private network content to the user. 

88. The method as described in claim 76 wherein the step of accessing further f 
comprises retrieving at least one of at least one additional associated program segmet^ 
Internet content, and private network content via a communication link to at least one of the 
iDtOTiet and a private network, and whwdn the step of presentmg further includes presenting 
at least one of the Iht^iet content and the private network content to the user. 

89. The method as described in claim 76 further comprising interacting with the 
user via at least one intOTogatory contained in the at least one of the plurality of associated 
program segments to det^mine preferences of the user. 

90. The method as described in claim 89 wherein the presentation device is a 
touch screen monitor and flie step of interacting is acconq)lished by tiie user touching the 
touch sa:een monitor to register responses to the interrogatories. 

9L The method as described in claim 89 wherdntiiestq>ofinteracting with the 
user is performed via a user interface. 

92. The method as described in claim 6, 21, or 91 wherein the user interface is 
selected from the group consisting of a radio frequency ranote control, an infrared remote 
control, a keyboard, a touch screen monitor, and voice activation. 

93. The method as described in claim 89 wherem tiie at least one intenogalory is 
based iq)on expert system instructions wifli hierarchical rules for negotiating a result with flie 
us». 

94. The method as described in claim 89 further comprising switching between 
the plurality of associated program segments, based upon the user's responses to the posited 
interrogatories, to present program segments responsive to the user's preferences. 

95. The method as described in claim 94 wherein the step of switching between 
the plurality of associated program segments is further based jxpon information in a user 
profile stored within the int^iactive programming system. 

96. The method as described in claim 94 wherein the step of switching between 
tiie plurality of associated program segments is accompUshed without a user perceptible delay 
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between the presentation of each of tiie plurality of program segments as the switch is made 
toit 

97. A reception sj^tem for a virtual sales ag^t program transmitted via an 
interactive programming system in a program data stream, the virtual sales agent program ? 

5 providing a customized, interactive presentation for the enhancement of conventional 
programming content through the use of interactive programming technology, the virtual 
sales agent program comprising a pluraHty of associated program segmCTts, each of tiiie 
plurality of associated program segments comprismg a plurality of associated digital data 
signals, the recq)tion system conopising: 

10 a receive that receives the program data stream comprising the conventional 

programming content and the associated digital data signals of at least one of the plurality of 
associated program segments; 

a program output that ou^uts the at least one of the associated program segments to a 
presentation device perceivable by a user; and 

15 a microprocessor that coordinates and durects the functions of the recdver and the 

program output 

98. The reception system as described in claim 97 further comprising a network 
connector that provides a connection witii a communication network for receiving the at least 
one of the associated program segmente. 

20 99. The reception system as described in claim 97 wherem the program data 

stream is received by tiie receiver via at least one of the transmission mediums selected fiom 
the group consisting of: tmestrial broadcast television, cable, satellite, fiber optic, 
microwave, radio, telephony, wireless telephony, and a communication network. 

100. The reception system as described in claim 97 further comprising a network 

25 connector that provides a connection with a communication network, and wherein flie 
receiver retrieves the at least one of the associated program segments from the 
communication network. 

lOL The reception system as desaibed in claim 91, 98, or 100 wherem the 
communication network comprises at least one of tiie networks selected from the group 

30 consisting of: the Internet, an intranet, a local area network, a wide area network, a public 
network, and a private network. 
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102. The reception system as described in claim 101 wherein Ihe at least one of Ae 
associated program segments comprises at least one of Internet contait fiom flie fiitemet and 
private network cont^ fixnn the private network. 

103. The recq)tion system as described in claim 102 further comprising a second 
program output that outputs at least one of the Internet content and the private network 
contmt to a second presentation device. •: 

104. The reception system as described in claim 97 wherem the at least on^ o/the 
associated program segments is received by the receiver based upon user information 
indicative of preforences of the user, to provide at least one of the associated program 
s^ments responsive to the prefoences of tiie user. 

105. The reception system as described in claim 66 further conq)rising a memory 
for storing user information, and wherein flie microprocessor fiirthCT collects the usa- 
information and stores it in tiie memory. 

106. The reception system as desraibed in claim 105 fijrther conqnising a 
backchannel tiwismitter which tiansmits tiie usct mformation to aprogramming transmission 
system via a backdiannel communication linir. 

107. The reception system as described in claim 97ated digital data signals in tiie 
program data stream received by the receiver corresponding to the at least one of the 
associated program segments; and 

a signal switcher tiiat switches from the conventional programming content to and 
between the at least one of the selected associated digital data signals; 

wherein the program output outputs (he at least one of the associated program 
segments corresponding to the at least one of tiie selected associated digital signals, and 

flie microprocessor fbrflier coordinates and directs the functions of tiie signal selector 
and the signal switcher. 

1 08. The reception system as described in claim 107 wherein flie plurality of 
associated digital data signals are tiransmitted in a plurality of program data streams and die 
signal selector furtho: selects tiie at least one associated digital data signal betweai tiie 
plurality of program data streams. 

109. The reception system as described in claim 107 or 108 wherein tiie signal 
switcher switches between tiie at least one of tiie associated data signals selected by tiie signal 
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selector without a user perceptible delay betweeu the presentation of the program segments 
on the presentation device. 

110. The reception system as desOTbed in claun 107 fiulhe^ 

for storing the at least one of the associated program segments received by the receiver, and 
5 whwein the signal selector selects and the signal switcher switches to and between the at least 
one of the associated program segments stored in the memory. 

111. The recq^tionsyst^ as described in claim 107 whcsrein the pluraHt^ 
associated digital data signals comprises at least one instructional data signal that provides 
instructions to tiie microprocessor for coordinating and dhecting the signal selector and signal 

10 switoher to select and switch to and between the at least one of the associated digital data 
signals. 

1 12. The reception system as described in claim 107 further conqnising a user 
inta:£ice for receiving user information fix)m and interacting with the user. 

113. The recq>tion system as described m clahn 1 12 wha:ein the at least one of tiie 
IS plurality of associated program segments contains at least one interrogatory for soliciting user 

information fix>m the user; wherein flie user inter&ce receives at least one response from the 
user to the at least one interrogator)^ and wherein the microprocessor coordinates and directs 
selection and switohing of the at least one of the associated digital data signals by the signal 
selector and the signal switcher, respectively, based upon die user's response to the at least 
20 one intoTogatory. 

114. The reception system as described in claim 112 iTiiierdn the signal switoher 
switdies from the conventional programming content to and between the at least one of tiie 
selected associated digital data signals at the direction of the user via the user intCTface. 

1 15. The reception system as described in claim 107 further comprising a memory 
25 for storing user information, and wherein the microprocessor further collects the user 

information and stores it in the memory. 

I 

. 1 16. The reception system as described in claim 1 15 wherein the miox^processor 
coordinates and directs selection and switching of die at least one of die associated digital 
data signals by the signal selector and the signal switcher, respectively, based iq)on user 
30 information indicative of preferences of the user, to provide at least one of die associated 
program segments responsive to the preferences of the user. 
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117. The reception system as described in claim 104, 105, or 1 15 wherein the user - 
information conqirises a user profile stored witiiin the interactive programming system. 

118. The reception system as described in claim 104, 105, or 116 wherein the 
recdver receives tiie user infonnation in tiie program data stream. 

5 1 19. The reception system as described in claim 97iurther comprising a user 

interface for receiving user information from and interacting with the user. 

120. The reception system as described in claim 1 12 or 1 19 wherein the usjer 
interface is selected fix>m the group consisting of: a radio frequency remote control, an 
infrared remote control, a keyboard, a touch screen monitor, and voice activation. 
10 121 . The reception system as described in claim 119 frorttier comprishig a 

backchamiel transmitter; 

wherein the at least one of the plurality of associated program segments contains at 
least one int^rogatory for soliciting user information from the user; 

wherein the user inter&ce receives at least one response from the user to the at least 
15 one intenogatory, the respoiise comprising user infi>rmatioii; 

.^and wherdn the backchannel transmitter transmits the at least one user i^onse to a 
programming transmission system via a backchannel coimnunication link. 

122. The reception system as described in claim 1 13 or 121 wherein the at least one 
interrogatory is based upon expert systm instructions wifli hierarchical rules for negotiating 

20 a result with the us». 

123. The reception system as desoibed in claim 1 19, fiuilier comprising a 
badcchamiel transmitter; wh^ein the conventional programming content is rq)laced in the 
program data stream by flie at least one of the plurality of associated program segments at a 
program transmission ceatec at flie direction of the user via the user interface; and wherein 

25 the backchaimel transmitter transmits the user direction to the programming transmission 
system via a backchaimel conununication link. 

124. The reception system as desoibed in claim 97 wherein the plurality of 
associated program segments are received by the receiver in sequential sets of one or more 
program segments. 

30 125. The reception system as described in claim 124 wherein the one or more 

program segments in each sequential set are synchronized. 
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126. The r6cq>tion system as described m claim 97 

associated digital data signals &rth^ coniprises at least one indicator signal for alerting the 
user to the presence of die virtual sales agent program in the data stream, 

127. The reception s^tem as described in claim 126 wherein the micioprocessor 
outputs the indicator signal through die program output as an indicator perceivable to the user 
via the presentation device, 

128. The reception system as desoibed in claim 126 fiirther conq>rising a ^er 
interface, and wherein the microprocessor ou^uts the indicator signal through the user 
inter£u^ as an indicator perceivable to the user via auser inter&ce device that is in 
conununication with the user interface, 

129. A programming transmission system for providing a virtual sales agent 
program to a plurality of users via an interactive progranmiing system, the vutual sales agent 
program providing a customized, int^Bctive presentation for the enhancement of 
conventional progranmiing content througih the use of interactive programming technology, 
die virtual sales agent program comprising a plurality of associated program segments, each 
of the plurality of associated program segments conq>rising a plurality of associated digital 
data signals, die progratnming transmission system comprising: 

a program transmittw which transmits a program data stream comprising the 
convmtional programming content and at least one of the plurality of associated program 
segments to at least one of the plurality of us^; and 

a program inserter which inserts at least one of die'plurality of associated program 
segments into die program data stream. 

130. The programming transmission systrai as described in claim 129 further 
comprising a memory which stores die at least one of the associated program segmrats, 

131. The programming transmission system as described in claim 130 further 
comprising a receiver which receives a primary transmission of at least one of die associated 
program segments fiom a remote transmission source for storage in the mmiory, 

132. The programming transmission sj^tem as described in claim 130 wherem the 
plurality of program segments are stored in the memory in sequential sets of one or more 
program segmaits. 

133. The programming transmission system as described in claim 130 wherein the 
one or more program segments in each sequential set are synchronized. 
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134. The piogramooing transmission system as . 
piogtamining transmissiQn system forfher conqnises an encodei/con^ressor fx encoding and 
compressing at least one of the sequential sets of ^chronized {nogram segments conqnismg 
a respective phuality of digital data signals into one or more data packets for insertion into' 
the program data stream. J 

135. The programming transmission system as described in claim 134 whereiQ the 
program inserter distributively insots the one or more data packets across a pluiality<iof ' 
program data streams. 

136. Hie programming transmission system as described in claim 134 further 
compnsiag a program segment selector which selects and switches fiom the conventional 
programming cont^ to and between flie plurality of associated program segments for 
insotion into the program data stream. 

137. The programming transmission syst«n as described m claim 136 wherem the 
program segment selector switdies between selected program segments witiiout a user 
perceptible delay between the program segmaits. 

138. The progranmiing transmission system as described in claim 136 \^4ierem the 
program segment selector selects the at least one of the associated program segments based 
upon usCT information indicative of preferences of at least one of the plurality-of users, to 
provide the at least one of the selected associated program segments responsive to the 
preferences of the at least one of the pluraUty of users. 

139. The programining transmission system as described in claim 138 further 
conqirising a memory and wherein the user information is stored m the memory. 

140. The system as described in claim 110, 130, or 139 ^rfiraem flie memory is 
randomly accessible. 

141. Hie programming transmission system as described in claim 138 wherein the 
user mformation comprises a usct profile stored within the mteractive programming system. 

142. The programming transmission system as described m claim 138 fiirflier 
comprishig a backchannel receiver which receives user information fix>m at least one of the 
plurality of users via a backchannel communication Imk within tiie mteractive programming 
system. 

143. The programming transmission system as described in claim 138 wherem the 
program inserter additionally inserts the user information into the program data stream. 
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144. The piogtauuuing transmission system as descnbed in claim 136 further 
canqnising abackchamiel receiver for receiving user directioas tarn at least one of flie 
plurality of users via a backchannel communication link ynXtan the interactive programming 
system, wherein the program segment selector switohes fiom.thex»>nventional programming 

5 content at the direction of the at least one of the plurality of users, 

145, The progranmiing transmission system as described in claim 129 further ^ 
comprising a receiver which receives a primary transmission of at least one of the asisociated 
program segments &om a remote transmission source for insertion into the program data 
stream* 

10 146. The programming transmission system as described in claim 131 or 14S 

wherein tiie virtual sales agent program received from the remote transmission source is 
received via at least one of the transmission mediums selected from the group consisting of: 
tCTrestrial broadcast television^ cable, satellite, fiber optic, microwave^ radio, telephony, 
wireless telq)hony, digital subscribe line, a personal communication system netwoik, and a 

IS communication network. 

147. The programming transmission system as described in claim 146 wheran the 
communication netwoik comprises at least one of the networks selected from the group 
consisting of: the Intemet, an intranet, a local area network, a wide area network, a public 
networic, and a private netwodc 

20 148. The programming transmission system as described in claim 147 wherein the 

programming transmission system receives at least one of Internet content from the Intemet 
and private network content from the private network for insertion into the program data 
streanL 

149. The pipgramming transmission system as described in claim 147 wherein the 
25 programmmg transmission syst^ retrieves at least one of Internet content from the Mtemet 

and private network content from the private network for insertion into the program data 
stream. 

150. The programming transmission system as described in claim 129 wherein at 
least one of the-plurality of associated program segments contains at least one interrogatory 

30 for interacting with the at least one of the plurality of users, and wherein the system fiirther 
comprises a backchannel receiver for receiving a response to the at least one interrogatory 
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from ihe at least one of the plurality of users via a backchaimel conununication link within 
the inteiractive programming system, the response comprising user information. 

15L The system as desctibeid in claim 106, 121, 123, 142, 144, or 150 wherem the 
backchannel communication link comprises a communication system selected fiom at least 
5 one of flie group consisting of: radio, telephony, wireless tel^hony, digital subscriber line, a 
personal communication system network, a communication network, cable, fiber optic, anid 
satellite. . 

152. Theprogranmdngtranfflnissionsystmasdescribedinclaiml51 wher^ 
communication network comprises a network.selected.fi0m the group consisting of: the 

10 Mtemet, an intranet, a local areanetwork, a wide area network, apublic netwodc, and a 
private network. 

153. The programming transmission system as described in claim 142 or 150 
further comprising a processor, wherein the plurality of associated digital data signals further 
comprise instractional data, and wherein the processor interprets &e user information 

15 according to instractions m the instructional data and dhrects the program segment selector to 
make selections pursuant to the interpretation. 

154. The programming transmission system as described in claim 150 wherdn the 
at least one interrogatory is based upon expert systan instructions with hierarohical rules for 
negotiating a result with the at least one of the plurality of us«s. 

20 1 55. The programming transmission system as described in claim 129 wherein the 

program transmitter transmits the program data stream via at least one of tiie transmissioa 
mediums selected fiom the ffoup consistmg of: terrestrial broadcast television, cable, 
satellite, fiber optic, microwave, radio, telephony, wireless tel^hony, digital subscribe line, 
a personal commimication systCTi network, and a communication network, 

25 156. The programming transmission system as described in claim 155 wh^:^ the 

communication network comprises at least one of the networks selected &om the groiq) 
consisting of: the Internet, and intranet, a local area network, a wide area network, a public 
networlc, and a private network. 

157. The system as described in claim 110, 130, or 139 wherein the memory is 

30 selected &om group consisting of: a data storage server, an optical disk, an optical storage 
medium, and a magnetic storage medium. 
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158. The piDgramming fnmsmission systan as descanbed in claim 29 iifdierein flie 
pluraUty of associated digital data signals Aii^ 

aloting the usct to the presence of ttie virtual sales agent program in the program data streani, 

159. The programming transmission system as described in claim 158 wherein the 
5 indicator signal comprises an indicator perceivable to at least^ne of the plurality of users via 

a presentation device. 

160. The system as described in claim 127 or 159 wherein the indicator is selected 
from the group consisting of: a graphic, aaicon, a uniform resource locator, a hyperlink; a hot 
spot, a visual signal, and an audible signal. 

10 161. The programming transmission system as described in claim 158 wherein the 

indicator signal comprises an indicator perceivable to at least one of the plurality of users via 
a user inter£ice device that is in communication witii the interactive programming system. 

162. The system as described in claim 128 or 161 wherein the indicator percdvable 
via a user inter&ce device is selected from the group consisting o£ a button on a imote 

1 5 control, a light source on a remote control, a button on a keyboard, and a light source on a 
kej^ard. 

163. The system as described in claim 97 or 129 wherein the virtual saleis agent 
program con[q)rises at least one of the customized, interactive presentations selected from the 
group consisting of: an advertising/sales presentation, an educational^nstnictional 

20 presentation, and an interactive game. 

164. The system as desoibed in claim 97 or 129 wherem the virtual sales agent 
program comprises an enhancement to conventional programming content selected from the 
group consisting of: advertising, sports, news, entertainment, situation comedy, music video, 
game show, and educational. 

25 165. A selfKX)ntained system for providing a virtual sales agent program to a user 

via an interactive programming system, the virtual sales agent program providing a 
customized, interactive presentation to the user througji the use of interactive programmmg 
technology, the virtual sales agent program comprising a plurality of associated program 
segments, each of the plurality of program segments comprising a plurality of associated 
30 digital data signals, the system comprising: 

a memory that stores the plurality of associated program segments; 

a program segment selector that selects and switohes between the plurality of 
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associated program segments stoied in the me^ 

a program output that outputs each of the plurality of associated program segments 
selected by the program segment selector, at the tune to which each is switched, to a 
presmtation device perceivable by the user, and f 
5 a microprocessor that coordinates and directs the selections and switches of the 

program segment selector and the output of flie program output. 

1 66. The syst^ as described in claim 97 or 165 wherein the presentation device is 
selected from the group consisting of: television, radio, video tape player, audio tape player, 
digital video disk play^, contact digital disk player, minidisk player, computer, personal 

10 digital assistant device, telephone, wireless telephone, a telephony device for flie dea^ and a 
touch sareen monitor. 

1 67. The self-contained system as described in claim 165 further comprising a 
network connector tiiat provides a connection with a communication network. 

168. The self-contained system as described in claim 167 wherein the 

15 communication network comprises at least one of the Jhtraiet and a private network, and 
wfa^^ the program segment selector furflier retrieves at least one of at least one 
additional associated program segment, hitemet content, and private network content via the 
communication network. 

169. The self-contained system as described in claim 167 wherein the 

20 communication network comprises at least one of the Ihtemet and a private network, and 
wherein the program segment selector furOier receives at least one of at least one 
additional associated program segment, Ihtemet contmt, and private network content via the 
communication network. 

170. The self-contained system as described in claim 168 or claim 169 wherein the 
25 program output further outputs at least one of the at least one additional program segment, the 

Ihtemet content, and the private network content to tiie presentation device. 

171. The self-contained system as described in claim 168 or claim 169 wherein the 
program output further ou^uts at least one of the Ihtemet contrat and the private network 
content to a second presentation device. 

30 172. The self-contained system as described in claim 169 wherein the 

communication network comprises a network selected from the group consisting of: the 
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iDtemet, an intranet, a local area netwoiic, a wide axea netwoii; a public netwoik and a 
private netwoik. 

173. The self-contained system as described in claim 165 wherein the memory 
further stores user information for use by the microprocessor in coordinating and directing 
the program segment selector. . I 

174. The self-contained system as described in claim 173 wherein tiie memory ik 
selected ftom the groiq) conasting of: a data server, an optical storage medium, and a» 
magnetic storage medium. 

175. The self-contained system as described in claim 165 wherein the program 
segment selector switohes between selected program segments without a user perceptible 
delay between the presentation of the selected program segments on the presentation device. 

176. The system as described in claim 97, 129, or 165 wherein flie plurality of 
associated program segments comprise at least one of the programming types selected firom 
the group consisting of: audio, video, grq}hic image, and text 

177. The systan as described in claim 97, 129, or 1653 wherein tiie phnality of 
associated program segments coiiq)rise at least one of still fiame pictures and gcaplAc images 
for transmission via a narrow bandwidth data stream. 

178. The self-contained system as described in claim 165 wh^in the virtual sales 
agent program con^rises at least one of the customized presentations selected torn the groiq> 
consisting of: an advoctising/sales presentation, an educatiQnal/instructiQnal presentation, and 
an interactive game. 

179. The self-contained system as desoibed in claim 165 whooba the memory is 
randomly accrasible. 

180. The self-contained system as described in claim 165, furOier comprising a user 
interfece, wherein at least one of the plurality of associated program s^ments contains at 
least one interrogatory for interacting with the user to determine preferences of the user, and 
"((herein the microprocessor directs the program segment switcho: to switch between the 
plurality of associated program segments based upon a response by flie user flirough the user 
inter&ce to the at least one interrogatory, the response indicative of the preferences, to 
present program segments responsive to the preferences. 
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181. The system as described in claim 1 12, 1 19, or 180 wherein the user interface is : 
selected from the gfoup consisting of: a radio frequency r^ote control, an infrared remote 
control, a keyboard, a touch screen monitor, and voice activation. 

182. The self^ntained system as described in claim 180 wherein the user int^^^ 
comprises a touch screen monitor which simultaneously conqiirises the presentation device. 

1 83. The self-contained sj^tem as described in claim 1 80 wherein the at least orie 

J' 

interrogatory is bajsed upon expert system instructions with hierarchical rules for negptiating 
a result with the usa. 

184. The self-contamed system as described in claun 165 wh^:em the plurality of 
associated program segments are associated in sequential sets of one or more program 
segments. 

185. The systCTi as described in claim 124, 132, or 184 wherein the one or more 
program segments in each sequential set are synchronized. 

1 86. A computer program product for instructing a conq>uter controlled 
progranuning transmission system with interactive programming technology to provide a 
virtual sales agmt program to a plurality of users, the virtual sales ag^t program providing a 
customized presentation for the enhancCTOtrat of conv^tional progranuning content througji 
the use of interactive programming technology, the virtual sales agent program comprising a 
plurality of associated program segments, each of the plurality of program segments 
comprising a plurality of associated digital data signals, the computer program product 
conq)rising a computer usable medium having computer readable program code means 
embodied therein fi>r controlling the programming transmission system, the computer 
readable program code means comprising instructions for causing the programming 
transmission system to: 

access at least one of the plurality of program segments from within the programming 
transmission system; 

insert the at least one accessed program segment in program data stream; and 
transmit the program data stream to at least one of the plurality of users. 

187. The computer program product as described in claim 186 wherem the 
computer readiable program code means further comprises instructions for causing the 
progranuning transmission system to access user information indicative of preferences of at 
least one of the pluraUty of users stored in the prograroming transmission system, and to 
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select and switeh between individual program segments of the plurality of associated program: 
s^ments based vcpoa the user information, to provide Ibe individual program segments 
responsive to the preferences* 

188. The computer program product as desoibed in claim 186 wherem the 
progra mmin g transmission system further comprises a web browser program and wherein the 
computer readable program code means further comprises instructions for: 

causing the web browser program to retrieve information from a communication 
network via a communication link with the programming transmis^on syst^n; and 

causing the |nx)gramming transmission system to insert the retrieved information in 
tiie program data stream. 

189. The computer program product as described in claim 1 86 wherein the 
computer readable program code means furth^ comprises instructions for causing the 
programming transmission system to select and switch between individual program segments 
of tiie plurality of associated program segments. 

190. The computer program product as desoibed in claim 189 wh^in the 
programming transmission system switches b^ween the individual program segments 
without a user perceptible delay between presentation of the individual program segments on 
a presentation device. 

191. The computer program product as described in claim 186 wheroin the 
computer readable program code means further comprises instructions for causing the 
programming transmission system to select and switch between individual program segments 
of the plurality of associated program segments based upon a response of at least one of the 
plurality of users to at least one mterrogatory contained in at least one of flie plurality of 
program segmaats, the response received at the programming transmission system via a 
backchannel communication link, the response indicative of prefer^ces of the at least one of 
the plurality of users, to provide the individual program responsive to the proferences. 

192. The computer program product as described in claim 191 wherein the at least 
one mterrogatory is based i^on expert system instructions with hierarohical rules for 
negotiating a result with at least one of the plurality of users. 

193. Tha computer program product as described in claim 1 86 wherein the 
computer readable program code means furtiier comprises instructions for causing the 
programming transmission system to: 
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provide an indicator mthin the program data stream to indicate that flie virtual sales 
agent program is available; and 

reqK)nd to a request of at least one of the plundity of users for fh^ 
program by switching from tiie conventional programming content to the at least one of the 
5 plurality of associated program segments, the request receive^ at the programming 
transmission system via a backchannel communication link. 

194. A computer program product for instructing a computer controlled ^ ' 
programming receiver with interactive programming technology to provide a virtual sales 
agent program to a user, the virtual sales agent program providing a customized, interactive 

10 presentation for the enhancement of conventional programming content through the use of 
interactive prograimning technology, the virtual sales agent program comprising a plurality of 
associated program segments, each of the plurality of program segments comprising a 
plurality of associated digital data signals, the computer program product comprising a 
computer usable medium having conq)utar readable program code means embodied therein 
15 for controlling the progranmiingrecdver, the computer readable program code me 
conq)rising instmctions for causing the programming receiver to: 

download at least one of the plurality of program segmrats from a program data 
stream received by the receive^ 

select the at least one of the plurality of associated program segments; 
20 switch from the conv^tional programming content to the at least one selected 

program segmrat; and 

output the at least one selected program segment for presentation to the user on 
presentation device, 

195. The computer program product as described in claim 194 wh^m the 
25 computer readable program code means further comprises instructions for causing the 

programming receiver to access user information indicative of preferences of the user stored 
a memory in the programming receiver, and to select and switoh between individual program 
segments of the plurality of associated program segments based upon the user mformation, to 
provide the individual program segments responsive to the preferences. 
30 196. The computer program product as described in claim 194 wherein the 

programming receiver further comprises a web browser program and wherein the computer 
readable program code means further comprises instractions for: 
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causing the web browser program to retrieve iiiformation &om a commumcation 
network via a conmranication link witii the progranuning receivei^ and 

causing the programming receiver to switoh between the plurality of associated 
program segments and the information retrieved from the communication network. 
5 197, The computer program product as described infclaim 188 or 196 wherein the 

communication network comprises at least one of the Internet and a private network and tiie 
retrieved information comprises at least one of Internet content and private network content. 

198. The conq)uter program product as described in claim 194 wherein the 
computer readable program code means fiiilher comprises instructions for causing the 

10 receiver to select and switch between individual program segments of the plurality of 
associated program segments. 

199, The con[q>uter program product as described m claim 194 whereinthe 
computer readable program code means fiirdier comprises instructions for causing the 
programming receiver to select and switch between individual program segments of the 

15 plurality of program segments based upon a response of the user to at least one interrogatory 
contained in at least one of the plurality of program segments, the response received via input 
through ^ usCT interface with the programming receiver, the response indicative of 
preferences of the user, to provide the individual program segments responsive to the 
preferences. 

20 200. The computer program product as described iu claim 199 wheiein the 

programming receiver switohes between &e individual program segments without a user 
perceptible delay between presentation of the individual program segm^ts on the 
presentation device. 

201 . The computer program product as described in claim 199 wherein the at least 
25 one interrogatory is based iq>on expert system instmctions with hioarchical rules for 

negotiating a result with the user. 

202. The computer program product as described in claim 194 wherom tiie 
computer readable program code means further comprises instructions for causing tiie 
programming receiver to mdicate to the user via an indicator that the virtual sales agent 

30 program is available within the program data stream. 
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203. The conq)uter program product as described in claim 193 or 202 wherein tihe 
indicator is selected from the groiq) consisting o£ a gnq)hic» an icon, a uniform resource 
locator, a hyperlink, a hot spot, a visual signal, and an audible signal 

204. The conq)uter program product as described in claim 186 or 194 wherein th6 
vntual sales agent program comprises at least one of the custc^nized, interactive presentations 
selected from the group consisting of: an advertising/sales presentation, an 
educational/instructional presentation, and an interactive game. > 

205. The computer program product as described in claim 186 or 194 wherein the 
virtual sales agent program conq>rises an CThancement to conventional programming content 
selected from the group consisting of: advertising, sports, news, entertainm^t, situation 
comedy, music video, game show, and educational. 

206. The computer program product as described in claim 194 wherein the 
conq)uter readable program code means further comprises instructions for causing the 
programming receiver to storo at least one of the plurality of associated program segmrats in 
a memory module in tiie programming receive:. 

207. The conq)ut6r program product as described in claim 194 v^erein the memory 
module is randomly accessible* 

208. A virtual sales agent program for presentation via an interactive programming . 
system to at least one user, the virtual sales agent program providing a customized, 
interactive presentation through die use of interactive programming technology, the virtual 
sales agent program comprising a plurality of associated pix>gram segments, each of the 
plurality of program segments conqxrising a plurality of associated digital data signals, 
wherein: 

at least one program segmrat is grouped to create a plurality of groups; 
each program segment in a group.is synchronized with the other program segments in 
the group; 

the pluraUty of groups is arranged in a sequential order; and 

at least one program segment contains associated instmctions for use by a processor 
in selecting a subsequent program segment in a subsequent group of the plurality of groups to 
output for presentation to the at least one user. 

209. The virtual sales agent program as described in claim 208 wherein at least one 
program segment contains at least one interrogatory to the at least one user for determining 
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piefereQces of the at least one user, the at least one intenogatory designed to solicit an 
interactive resrponse bom the at least one user, the interactive response indicative of the 
piefCTences and detenninative of tiie selection by Ike processor of the subsequent program 
segment in the subsequent group to ou^ut for presentation* 

210, The virtual sales agent program as described il claim 208 wherein the 
instructions direct the processor to select the subsequent program segment in the subsequent 
group based on an analysis by the processor of user information. j» 

21 L The Virtual sales agent program as described in claim 208 wherein tiie 
processor is part of a programming transmission systenL 

212. The virtual sales agent program as described in claim 208 whexein the 
processor is part of a programming receiver. 

213. The virtual sales agent program as described in claim 208 wh^ein the 
plurality of associated program segmoits comprise at least one of the programming types 
selected from the group consisting of: audio, video, gr^hic hnage, and text 

214. The virtual sales agent program as descric .4 in claim 208 wherem the 
plurality of associated program segments comprise at least one of still fiame pictures or 
graphic images for transmission via a narrow bandwidth data stream, 

215. The virtual sales agent program as described in claim 208 wherein the virtual 
sales agent program is stored in a memory. 

216. The virtual sales agent program as described in claim 215 vi^erein the memory 
is a medium selected from the group consistmg of: video tape, audio tape, magnetic media, 
digital video disk, compact digital disk, minidisk, video gaming media, optical media, 
computer readable media, and a data server. 

217. The virtual sales agent program as described in claim 208 wherein at least one 
of the plurality of program segments contains instructions to access and retrieve information 
from a communication network. 

218. The virtual sales agent program as described m claim 217 wherem &e 
communication netwo± comprises at least one of the Internet and a private netwo± and flie 
information comprises at least one of Intemet content and private network content 

219. The virtual sales agent program as described in claim 208 wherein at least one 
of the plurality of program segments contains expert system instructions with hierarchical 
rules for use by the processor in negotiating a result with the at least one user. 
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220. The virtual sales agent program as described in claim 208 wherein the virtual 
sales agent program comprises at least one of fhe customized presentations selected from the 
gfoup consisting of: an advertising/sales presentation, an educational/instructional 
presentation, and an interactive game, 

22 L The virtual sales agent program as described m claim 208 wherein the virtual 
sales agent program comprises an enhancement to conventional programming content, the 
conventional programming content selected from the groiqp consisting of: advertisings sports, 
.news, ent^rtaiimiCTt, situation comedy, music video, game show, and educational. 
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Fig. 6 A 



Thank you for contacting the virtual 

auto sales agent. 
What kind of car can I show you? 



I 




100 



(a) Full Size Sedanj b) Compact j (^c) Sport Utility J d) Truck 



•102 



What size SUV do you 

think you need? I C 1 1 0 



112 



^ a) Sport J ( b) Family J c)l 



I Platoon 



118^ 

_£ 

a) 2 



How many doors 
do you prefer? 



How many people do 
you need to seat? 1^120 



122 




P^2 6^ i I rl 28 1 

)4 J ( 3)1-5 J ( b)6-8 ^ 




b)4 \ r a) 1-5 






130 



Now let's talk about the engine options. 
What size engine do you want? 



132 




How about the transmission? 
Do you like automatic or stick? 



140 




b) Manual ^n,Jl44 



Are you going to do any off-roading? 
Are you interested In 4 wheel drive? 



T 



146 



148 — t-^ a)2wheeldriv e^ (^bH wheel drive V y^j sn 
continued 
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Even our 2 wheel drive models 
come with a front tow hook to 
help get you out of a bind. 



Would vou also be interested in our 
off-road package which includes larger 
wheels and sldd plates? 



156 



Yes 




No 



ia. 6B 



160' 



I 




54 



168 



Are you a boater or camper? Are 
you interested in a towing paci<age? 



166-^^ 



The towing paclcage requires 
automatic transmission which you 
previously did not select Would 
you still lil<e the towing paclcage and 
add the automatic transmission? 



168 





164 



172-^ 




.170 



The towing 
package can allow 
you to haul up to 4 
snowmobiles or Jet 
skis, or a camping 
trailer as well. 



A towing package 
can be easily 

added at any later 
time by any 

dealership service 
center. 



174 



Would you like to review our warranty policy? 



I- 



176 



182 
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Fig. 6C 
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